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Chapter 1
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The trail wound through stands of loblolly pine so dense they swallowed the late afternoon light. Sam's boots pressed into mud softened by last night's downpour, each step releasing the earthy perfume of wet loam and decomposing leaves. He'd left campus three hours ago, driven the twenty minutes to the Village Creek access point, then hiked south along the unmarked paths only the regulars knew.

Bear Grass Ridge rose ahead—barely a ridge at all, maybe sixty feet above the creek bottomland, but enough to shift the forest. The air hung thick and still, pressing against his skin like warm cotton. Pine resin mixed with the green-rot smell of oak leaves breaking down in the understory.

Sam paused where a fallen sweetgum blocked the trail, its trunk fuzzy with resurrection fern that had plumped up overnight. The silence ran deep here, broken only by the occasional tick-tick of a Carolina wren somewhere in the canopy. No other hikers. Never were, this far in.

He vaulted the log, landing in a patch of soft moss that cushioned the impact. His backpack shifted—water bottle, field guide, the battered Moleskine where he sketched specimens. Old habits from Arkansas, refined here in the Thicket's humid maze.

The week had ground him down. Dr. Morrison's plant physiology exam, the double shift at the nursery when Carlos called in sick, the group project partners who ghosted until two hours before the deadline. His jaw still ached from clenching it through Wednesday's lecture.

But here, the woods didn't care about deadlines or group dynamics. They operated on older rhythms—growth and decay, predator and prey, the slow negotiation between water and root.

Sam breathed in through his nose, held it, released. The storm had knocked down branches everywhere. Fresh breaks showed pale wood against darker bark. A red-shouldered hawk called from somewhere west, that distinctive kee-aah cutting through the stillness.

He pushed deeper into the pine-oak transition zone where the real old growth waited. The ones with trunks thick as truck beds, bark furrowed deep enough to hide your fingers. Grandfather had taught him to read trees like books—growth rings told drought years, branch scars marked animal traffic, bark patterns revealed age and stress.

The ridge climbed gradually ahead, Bear Grass Ridge proper, where yucca-like clusters of the namesake plant thrust up between the oaks. Sam adjusted his pack straps and kept walking.

***
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THE SLOPE GENTLED INTO a level clearing where the real giants stood—live oaks that had anchored this ridge since before Texas was Texas. Sam knew this grove. He'd mapped it last semester for extra credit in Dr. Morrison's ecology course, measured the largest trunk at fourteen feet around.

Had measured it.

The patriarch lay on its side now, a mountain of wood stretching sixty feet across the forest floor. The crown had crushed a stand of young pines when it fell, their splintered trunks jutting up like broken bones. But the root ball—

Sam stopped, breath catching.

The massive disk of roots and earth stood nearly vertical where the oak had ripped free from the ground. Twelve feet tall, maybe more. Roots thick as his thigh twisted outward in a frozen explosion, trailing curtains of sandy soil that still trickled down in whispers. The heart of the system gaped open—a crater where the taproot had torn loose, surrounded by the intricate lacework of lateral roots that had fed this giant for centuries.

He'd never seen one this size exposed. Storm damage usually meant branches, maybe a hollow trunk split by lightning. This was surgery, the forest's skeleton laid bare.

Sam circled the perimeter slowly, cataloging the damage with the same attention he'd give a new species. Fresh earth smell, pungent and almost sweet. Oak bark littered the ground in plates and shards. The trunk itself showed no obvious rot—the wood looked sound, pale sapwood giving way to darker heartwood at the core.

But that root ball pulled him back.

Dark soil clung to the matrix of roots in clumps and layers, each stratum a different shade—rust-red clay deeper down, lighter sand near the surface. Chunks kept breaking free, pattering onto the growing mound below. The hole left behind was a cavern, shadows pooling in its depths.

Sam approached the wall of roots, tilting his head back. Sunlight filtered through gaps in the canopy above, painting stripes across the vertical surface. This tree had stood here longer than Huntsville had existed. Longer than his family had been in America, probably.

Now it was down.

He reached out, fingers hovering an inch from a root as thick as his forearm. Still wet from the storm, soil packed into every crevice and whorl. The urge to touch it, to feel that connection to deep time—

Something caught his eye. A dark recess between two major roots, about chest-height, where the soil had fallen away completely.

***
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SAM'S PALM SETTLED against the rough bark, anchoring him. The root felt solid under his hand—real in a way the fluorescent-lit classrooms and crowded campus never quite managed. Warm from the sun, textured with lichen and years.

He'd found this grove six months after the move. Junior year of high school, new school where everyone already had their circles carved out, and home felt like wearing someone else's shoes. Too tight in some places, too loose in others. His mom trying too hard to make the Huntsville house feel like the one they'd left. His dad pulling double shifts to prove the relocation was worth it.

The Big Thicket hadn't asked him to prove anything.

Different from the Ozarks, sure. The humidity sat heavier here, the understory thicker with palmetto and yaupon. No limestone bluffs or clear-running streams cutting through oak-hickory forests. But the same quiet waited beneath the differences. The same invitation to listen instead of talk, to observe instead of explain.

Sam's thumb traced a ridge of bark. Grandpa would've appreciated these oaks. Would've walked the grove with that slow, deliberate pace, pausing to lay his weathered hand against a trunk the way Sam did now. Reading the lean of a tree, the health of its crown, what the surrounding soil said about roots he couldn't see.

Couldn't see until something like this happened.

The move had ripped Sam up the way this storm ripped up the oak—sudden, violent, exposing systems that were supposed to stay hidden underground. But he'd sent new roots down into this red clay and sand, found purchase in the preserve's wild corners. Made it his own kind of home.

Strange to feel more connected to a place after seven years than to people he'd known his whole childhood. The group chat from Arkansas had gone quiet last spring. Life moved on. Everyone changed.

But these trees didn't. This ridge would still be here when the semester ended, when he graduated, when whatever came next arrived. Constant in a way nothing else managed.

Sam exhaled, let his hand drop.

The dark recess between the roots caught his attention again. A pocket of pure shadow where soil should've been, deeper than the surrounding gaps. His fieldwork instincts stirred—document the unusual, investigate what doesn't fit the pattern.

He leaned closer, squinting into the darkness.

***

[image: ]


THE RECESS WASN'T EMPTY.

Sam's gaze snagged on a shape nestled deep in the tangle—something that caught the late afternoon light and held it. An acorn.

He blinked, refocused.

Not just any acorn. The thing measured at least three inches long, maybe more. Twice the size of the fattest burr oak acorn he'd ever catalogued. The cap clung to the nut in the familiar scaled pattern, but the surface beneath gleamed with an amber polish no fresh acorn possessed.

Sam crouched lower, ignoring the mud soaking through his jeans at the knees. His hand found purchase on a secondary root for balance.

The acorn sat wedged between two root masses, positioned where the taproot's violent exit had created a void. Dirt ringed the object but hadn't stuck to it. The surface remained clean, smooth. Almost glass-like.

He pulled his phone from his pocket, thumbed on the flashlight. The beam lanced into the shadow.

Internal veins caught the light.

Sam froze.

The acorn's shell wasn't solid. Beneath the polished amber surface, a network of hair-thin channels twisted through the nut like capillaries. They pulsed with the light—or seemed to. The veins formed patterns too regular to be natural, geometric intersections that reminded him of circuit boards more than botanical structures.

His ethnobotany courses had covered mutation, gigantism caused by environmental factors, even prehistoric plant species preserved in peat bogs. Nothing like this. The veins alone defied everything he understood about acorn anatomy.

Sam glanced up at the massive oak's crown where it crushed the young pines twenty feet away. Live oak acorns were small, dark, unremarkable. This tree had stood for centuries in this exact spot, dropping thousands of regular acorns onto the forest floor every autumn.

So where did this one come from?

The logical part of his brain catalogued possibilities. Fossilized remnant from some ancient species. Decorative object someone lost decades ago. Elaborate hoax planted by grad students with too much time.

But the roots had torn this free from fifteen feet underground, from soil that hadn't seen daylight since before the Civil War. And the way those internal veins caught the light, branching and rebranching in patterns that suggested purpose rather than chance...

Sam's fingers itched to touch it.

He pulled back instead, killed the phone's flashlight. The acorn's glow faded but didn't vanish entirely. A faint luminescence persisted in those geometric channels, barely visible in the dimming afternoon.

"What the hell are you?"

The words fell into the grove's silence, unanswered.

***
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SAM SHIFTED HIS WEIGHT, mud squelching beneath his boots as he leaned into the cavity. The acorn sat just beyond comfortable reach, forcing him to extend his arm past the primary root mass.

His fingers found it first—warmer than the surrounding earth. Not quite body-temperature, but close enough to register through the chill of the late afternoon air.

He worked carefully, brushing away loose soil that clung to the cap's scales. The dirt fell away in clumps, revealing more of that impossible amber surface. Each gentle sweep exposed another inch until his hand could close around the whole thing.

The weight surprised him.

Sam cradled the acorn in his palm, hefting it once, twice. Three inches of organic matter shouldn't feel like this—dense, substantial, as if he held a ball bearing wrapped in tree bark. He'd handled enough acorns to know their typical heft. White oak, burr oak, even the occasional chinkapin. All of them light, designed for dispersal by gravity and animals.

This thing weighed at least half a pound.

The warmth intensified against his skin. Not burning, not uncomfortable, but present in a way that made him hyper-aware of every point of contact. His palm. The pads of his fingers where they curled around the sides. The callus at the base of his thumb.

Sam backed out of the root cavity and straightened, his knees protesting. He turned the acorn slowly, studying it in the waning light that filtered through the surrounding pines.

The geometric veins beneath the surface pulsed again—or maybe they'd never stopped. Now that he held the thing, the effect seemed more pronounced. Light traveled through those hairline channels in waves, starting at the cap and radiating downward through the nut itself. The pattern repeated every few seconds. Rhythmic. Deliberate.

A breeze stirred the canopy overhead. Somewhere behind him, branches creaked as they settled into new positions around the fallen oak's crown.

The acorn's warmth spread up his wrist.

Sam's grandfather used to say that the forest kept secrets in its bones—the rings of ancient trees, the layers of soil, the paths worn by deer over centuries. But those secrets revealed themselves to patience and knowledge.

This didn't feel like revelation.

It felt like invitation.

***
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THE DIZZINESS HIT WITHOUT warning.

Sam's vision tilted, the forest canopy swimming sideways as if he'd stood up too fast after hours crouched in one position. He locked his knees, gripping the acorn tighter.

Cooler air brushed his face—sharp, cleaner than the humid thickness that had pressed against his skin moments before. The temperature drop registered across his exposed forearms, raising goosebumps beneath his flannel sleeves.

Then the ground moved.

Not an earthquake. Too subtle for that. A vibration that traveled up through his boot soles, through his shins, settling somewhere in his chest cavity. Low frequency. Subsonic, almost. The kind of rumble he associated with distant thunder rolling across the Ozark valleys, except the sky overhead showed clear patches between the pine branches.

He blinked hard. Once. Twice.

The sensation drained away as quickly as it had arrived, leaving him standing beside the upturned root ball with his heart rate elevated and his breathing shallow.

Sam loosened his death grip on the acorn. His palm had gone slick with sweat despite the cooler air—which now felt exactly as humid and thick as before. He wiped his free hand against his jeans and scanned the clearing.

Nothing had changed. The fallen oak still dominated the space, its massive crown crushing young pines at the same angle. The root ball stood at the same height. The shadows hadn't shifted more than they should have in the thirty seconds since he'd pulled the acorn free.

His phone buzzed in his jacket pocket—probably the group project chat wondering where he'd disappeared to. He ignored it.

Blood sugar, maybe. He'd skipped lunch to get out here before losing daylight, and the three-hour hike had burned through breakfast. Low glucose could cause vertigo, weird sensations, even auditory hallucinations if you pushed it hard enough.

Except his hands weren't shaking. His thoughts stayed clear and sharp.

Sam turned the acorn over again, searching for something he couldn't name. The geometric veins continued their steady pulse, light flowing through channels that shouldn't exist in organic matter.

The forest around him held its usual late-afternoon sounds—bird calls winding down, insects tuning up for evening, the occasional crack of settling wood.

Everything normal.

Everything exactly as it should be.

He pressed his thumb against the acorn's cap, feeling the ridged texture of the scales.

Nothing happened.

***
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SAM STRAIGHTENED, BRUSHING dirt from his knees. Whatever he'd felt—dizziness, temperature shift, subsonic vibration—had passed. Probably just dehydration combined with the adrenaline spike of finding something this unusual.

He slipped the acorn into his jacket pocket, feeling its weight settle against his ribs. The warmth radiated through the fabric, noticeable but not uncomfortable.

Time to head back. Daylight was burning fast under the canopy, and he had no interest in navigating the muddy trail system in full dark. He'd seen enough copperheads this season to respect twilight hours.

Sam circled the root ball, orienting himself toward the marker he'd mentally noted on the way in—a lightning-scarred pine about forty yards northeast that would lead him back to the main trail. The underbrush had thickened since his last visit, new growth exploding after the recent rains. Greenbriar vines draped between saplings like natural barbed wire.

He pushed through a dense tangle where the vines formed a low curtain across the narrow deer path. The vegetation gave easier than expected, springy and alive.

Then sharp pressure dragged across his left hand.

"Damn it."

Sam jerked back, but the damage was done. A curved thorn—thick as a finishing nail and just as effective—had opened a clean slice across the pad of his thumb. Blood welled immediately, a fat crimson drop swelling at the cut's edge.

He shifted his hand automatically, trying to keep blood off his jacket.

The drop fell anyway.

Straight down into his pocket.

Sam froze, watching the dark stain spread across the canvas fabric where the acorn rested. The blood disappeared into the weave, absorbed in seconds.

His thumb throbbed in time with his pulse. He pressed it against his opposite palm, applying pressure, but kept his eyes locked on his pocket.

The fabric didn't move. No light escaped the opening. No warmth increased.

Just his own blood soaking into canvas and whatever lay beneath.

Sam exhaled slowly through his nose. He was standing in the Big Thicket getting worked up over a thorn scratch and a weird seed pod. Next he'd be jumping at shadows.

He pulled a crumpled receipt from his right pocket and wrapped it around his thumb, then turned back toward the trail.

The forest had gone quiet.

***
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SAM REACHED THE EDGE of the clearing, his mind still on the blood-soaked acorn nestled in his pocket, when the world tilted under his feet. A dizzy spell, more intense this time, gripped him. He struggled to stay upright, a low hum building in his ears, resonating up his spine.

The damp, golden light filtering through dense, familiar canopy flickered like an old film reel losing its grip on reality. He blinked hard, trying to ground himself. When he opened his eyes, the familiar thicket was receding, washed away in a blur of movement. His pulse hammered as the scene settled into stark clarity.

Gone were the twisted greenbriar vines and crowded understory that had become his compass. Before him, scattered trees floated in open spaces, their branches stretched in silhouettes against a sky painted in hues of twilight blue. Crisp air rushed into his lungs—a heady mix of cool earth, unspoiled pine, and a wildness he couldn't name. It felt ancient, untouched, almost sacred.

Sam's brain struggled to catch up. He stumbled forward, bare earth underfoot where there had been none before. Patches of hardy grass and new flora—unlike anything he'd ever identified—choked the gaps left by the absent foliage. Sam's botanist mind grabbed hold of details without his conscious permission, categorizing each unknown texture and shape.

He inhaled deeply, the air invigorating, and realized the humidity had ebbed to a gentle touch, almost sensual in its transformation. Sounds crept back, yet they drifted in subtly alien notes—bird calls that rang sharper, mammalian tones resonating through the distance with a frequency impossible to pin down.

Scanning the horizon, his gaze caught movement—a shift on the edges of peripheral vision. Massive shadows stirred at the forest fringes, deliberate but elusive. Sam's pulse quickened. Unmistakable signs of life, but belonging to creatures he'd known only through fossilized relics and illustrations in textbooks.

Columbian mammoths, their silhouettes unmistakable, ambled across the open field, their monumental frames backlit by the sinking sun. The echo of their low rumbles reached Sam, grounding him in the reality of this impossible place.

His hand slipped to his pocket, brushing against the acorn that had seemingly conjured this world out of myth. Heat radiated through the fabric, pulsing as if in tandem with his racing thoughts. Whatever had happened, this artifact, this bizarre relic dug from deep time, had propelled him here. He swallowed hard against the enormity of it, determination soldering with wonder. 

Suddenly, he wasn't just Sam from Huntsville anymore; he was a traveler on the seams of time.

***
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SAM STOOD ROOTED TO the spot, his surroundings drenched in the hushed tones of Pleistocene dusk. The air shimmered with possibilities, curling around him like smoke from a forgotten campfire. His heart matched the fervent cadence of an explorer on the brink of discovery.

He turned slowly, senses tuned like finely crafted instruments to the orchestra of this ancient world. His gaze stretched beyond the immediate landscape, drawn inexorably to the rhythmic sway in the distance. There, moving with regal grace across a low ridge, the Columbian mammoth emerged fully into view.

The sheer size of the creature was staggering—a living relic from an era where nature's grandeur scaled heights unimagined. Its fur, a thick tapestry brushed by age-old winds, swayed with each deliberate step. Massive, even by the standards of legend, the mammoth's long, curved tusks gleamed with the day's dying light, etching arcs of ivory brilliance against the darkening tapestry of sky.

Sam watched, breath held, as this symbol of the world's once boundless mysteries traversed the open woodland. The mammoth's trunk swayed gently, tasting the air, the earth's whisper carried on the evening breeze, as if drawing wisdom from roots that reached back eons.

An ache of recognition thrummed through Sam's chest. Despite the vast gulf of time that separated them, a thread of understanding unspooled between the mammoth and this lone human observer. No textbook, no documentary could replicate the raw power of witnessing extinction defied. Here, nature danced unfettered by the logic of modernity, driven by ancient rhythms.

The mammoth paused, raising its head to let out a low, resonant rumble. The sound filled the fading light, spreading across the savanna in waves, resonating through rock and root. It was a song of existence, timeless and unwavering. The sound tethered Sam to this place, this moment—a tangible bridge spanning epochs.

As the mammoth lumbered forward, Sam felt the weight of his own insignificance, the ephemeral pulse of his fleeting human story. Yet entwined with it was a buoyant thread of adventure—a call to wander further, to unravel this bewildering tapestry of time. Here lay the seeds of the world's unspoken stories, waiting for him to follow them to their roots.

He stepped forward, heart alight with the boundless wonder of a forgotten age, and the certainty that the glow of discovery had only just begun to reveal its contours against the twilight canvas.

***
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SAM REACHED INSTINCTIVELY for his phone, his fingertips brushing against the contour of its smooth surface. The mammoth's majestic silhouette still burned into his mind's eye, yet a new urgency now roiled beneath the wonder. He needed to understand where—and when—he was.

Thumb flicking across the screen, his heart sunk at the sight. No signal. The familiar comfort of glowing bars eluded him. His world—once defined by maps, messages, and digital certainty—now dangled precariously on the precipice of the unknown.

Eyes wider now, he reeled in his previous awe, scanning the landscape with renewed focus. Gone were the telltale signs of modern intrusion—no trail markers to guide his way, no power lines tracing their deliberate paths overhead, and certainly no distant roads worming their way into oblivion. The world he once knew, shaped by human hands and endeavors, had vanished as if it never existed.

Each minute detail demanded his attention: the sharp angles of ancient vegetation, the unfamiliar birds darting in the sky, their calls a strange medley that held no space in the modern symphony of sounds. Beneath his feet, the earth itself echoed history, its firmness bearing stories of millennia Sam couldn’t yet decipher.

Taking one unsteady breath, then another, he tried to anchor himself in these raw, sprawling vistas. Isolation, stark and unyielding, crept upon him like shadows lengthening in the twilight.

He pivoted slowly, the instinctual urge to call out for help—useless as it might be—bubbling, then dying on his lips. No echo of civilization replied; no distant car horn punctuated the silence.

Time stretched languidly between heartbeats. He forced himself to stand straighter, shoulders back, confronting this vast Pleistocene expanse with a growing determination. He had once learned to read nature’s script through bark and leaf—he had to tune his senses now to the broader novel unfolding around him.

No signposts would guide his steps, but he resolved to forge his own path in this untainted wilderness. Yet, within the isolation lay the first threads of discovery—an adventurous siren song calling him to explore deeper, to dig into the rich tapestry beneath his feet.

The colossal figures of mammoths continued their stately passage, indifferent to the solitary traveler, the interloper from futures unseen. As dusk wove its darkening spell, Sam took a tentative step forward, each footfall a declaration against the pristine silence, a testament to human resilience.

***
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DUSK DEEPENED, SWALLOWING up what little light remained. Sam's gaze darted between the colossal mammoths on the horizon and the shadows lengthening at his feet. Instinct drove him low as the enormity of the situation washed over him—through time's veil he had slipped, landing in a world unspoiled by humankind.

The ground, soft with loam and fallen pine needles, cushioned his retreat as he crouched behind a nearby log. Fingers brushed against moss's cold velvet, its dampness anchoring him, paradoxically, in the surreal. Breaths came ragged and quick, chest tight with exertion, yet something strange began to unfurl within his heart—a velvety thread tying fear to anticipation.

Indeed, terror curled its fingers around his spine like the roots of an ironwood, but a whisper of calm settled beside it, clinging tenaciously despite the flood of adrenaline. This land, laden with the tremors of primordial life, sang a low, resonant hum. Somehow, it resonated with a tuned part of him, long dormant.

"Hell of a place for a walk," he murmured aloud, voice scarcely rising above a whisper. The absurdity barely registered.

A wind swept through the woodland, carrying with it the scent of evergreen and something wilder—all primal musk and ancient wood. The air barely stirred him, shielded as he was by the log's width, yet its touch swept him with the faintest of caresses. Deprecated trees, fallen and skeletal, became his companions now, their whisperings of past seasons calming in their constancy.

With each minute ticking by, the truth worked its way into the crevices of his mind: gone was the clutter of the digital age, the clamor of human life, replaced by nature's paramount opera. This ecosystem held its rhythm—wild, uncontrollable, and utterly intoxicating.

Within this pocket of slivered history, Sam's reality lay crackling at the edges, yet a glimmer of something quietly luminous suffused his consciousness—a nascent hope nested within fear's coiled heart.

Peeking above the log's edge, his eyes swept over the quiet wilderness once more. Mammoths continued their ponderous migration, oblivious to the lone observer in the darkening brush. With their every movement, prehistoric tranquility knitted the frayed ends of his resolve, stitching resolve into every fiber of his being.

Here, he found himself amid echoes of things forgotten, the symphony of the past swelling in the gossamer, deepening night. And within it all, he sat, heart finally slowing, each beat a quiet metronome of hope.

***
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THE PLEISTOCENE DUSK wrapped the woodland in its inky embrace when an unsettling shift occurred. Sam sensed it before recognizing its origin—a primal awareness that tightened his senses, sharpening his thoughts to slicing precision.

Through the encompassing silence emerged an intrusion—a low, guttural growl rolling from the brush approximately twenty yards distant. This growl possessed weight, a predatory cadence poured from the depths, vibrating against the night’s quiet like the pulse of a distant drum. Sam’s breath halted, stolen mid-inhale, heart once peaceful now a bounding creature intent on escaping his ribs.

He peered into the fading light, muscles taut as a drawn bowstring. Among the shivering leaves, two reflective yellow eyes emerged, steadfast as polished stones. They watched him unblinkingly, pupils drawing in the last glimmers of twilight—a predator’s singular stare, appraising, waiting.

Without a pause, his mind spun the possibilities: feline, canine—an extinct beast whose memory lingered only in old bones and whispers of lore. But here, real as the earth supporting him, it hunted in silence.

Sam stayed silent and still, ears tuned to the night. The urgency of his heartbeat clarified the world around him, while his eyes strained the shadows for more clues—fur's shimmer beneath scarce moonlight, the skitter of claws against underbrush—but none came beyond what sight granted.

He thought of his grandfather’s lessons, of tracks and habits, the signs of danger lurking just beyond the periphery. "Know the ground beneath your feet, boy," the old man once said, "and you’ll know the beasts that walk it."

The earth beneath him dampened slightly, absorbing weight without complaint, made pliant by rains past. But awareness of this backing only added to his unease, knowing that the predator knew the land even better, its body adapted through millennia.

Sam knew well enough that understanding did not breed safety. His chest ached with the urge to move, to flee, but instinct wrestled with reason, and reason pointed to patience—a waiting game, well-matched.

The eyes closed for an instant, breaking their hold upon his spirit. Reason or recognition? He dared not predict. His limbs hummed like taut harp strings, ready and poised with expeditious need. 

Now, locked in stasis, choice narrowed his options like the closing of a throat. Here, in obscured, ancient darkness, Sam danced with fear embodied—a moment given over to the night’s primal narrative, which held no certainties, only promise of change.
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Chapter 2
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Sam's lungs screamed for air he refused to release. The yellow eyes held him captive, unmoving, and in that crystallized moment he understood the ancient arithmetic of predator and prey—a calculus written in muscle tension and heartbeat, in the spacing of breaths too shallow to betray position.

The creature shifted its weight. Branches whispered secrets as something massive displaced the undergrowth, parting vegetation with the confidence of an apex hunter. Through the gaps in foliage, Sam caught fragments: tawny shoulder, darker mane, the suggestion of enormous paws pressing soundless into leaf litter.

American lion. The identification surfaced unbidden from some deep repository of fossil records and museum dioramas. Larger than its African descendants, built for pursuit across open grassland and through scattered woodland just like this.

Against his ribs, warmth bloomed sudden and insistent. The acorn pulsed in his jacket pocket, its glow seeping through canvas fibers in rhythmic waves—amber light breathing against the fabric. Sam dared not look down, but peripheral vision caught the luminescence painting his chest in ghostly patterns.

The lion's pupils contracted. Its broad head tilted, nostrils flaring as it processed information Sam couldn't begin to decode. Scent? Heat signature? Something stranger, tied to the artifact's inexplicable energy?

For three eternal heartbeats, the standoff held. Sam's grandfather had taught him never to run from predators—motion triggered chase instinct, transformed you from potential threat to confirmed prey. But that wisdom came from black bears and mountain lions, creatures whose behavioral patterns modern science had catalogued and dissected. This beast operated on protocols fifteen thousand years extinct.

The acorn's warmth intensified, spreading from his pocket down his left side like summer sun absorbed through winter skin. Not burning—protective, almost.

From the distant ridge, a mammoth called—low frequency rumble carrying across the cooling savanna, vibrating through earth and air alike. Ancient communication, herd coordination beneath emerging stars.

The lion's ears swiveled toward the sound. Its yellow gaze broke from Sam, tracking toward richer possibilities on the grassland where megafauna browsed unaware. With fluid grace that belied its size, the predator withdrew, melting backward into shadows that swallowed it completely. Only trampled vegetation remained as evidence of its presence.

Sam's exhale came ragged, explosive. His legs trembled with adrenaline's aftershocks while the acorn cooled to dormant warmth once more.

***
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MOVEMENT RETURNED IN increments—first fingers uncurling from fists, then shoulders dropping from their hunched tension. Sam forced his right foot forward, then his left, each step deliberate while his eyes swept the darkening woodland for threats his mind couldn't yet name.

The crash hit without warning. Adrenaline abandoned his bloodstream like water through a broken dam, leaving cold exhaustion in its wake. His hands started trembling first, then his knees followed, threatening to buckle beneath weight they'd held through sheer chemical override.

Shelter. The word crystallized through mental fog with the clarity of his grandfather's voice during those Ozark camping trips. Night's coming, boy. Get yourself squared away before dark settles proper.

Twenty yards northeast, the silhouette of a massive fallen oak sprawled across the forest floor—not the same one from the twenty-first century clearing, but similar enough. Its root mass stood vertical where time and storm had torn it from earth, creating an overhang of tangled wood and trapped soil. Sam stumbled toward it, boots crushing unfamiliar vegetation that released sharp, medicinal scents.

The space beneath the roots formed a natural pocket, maybe four feet deep and six wide. No scat, no den smell—unoccupied. Sam dropped to hands and knees, crawling backward into the cavity until deadfall pressed against his spine. His jacket snagged on rough bark, pulled tight across his chest where the acorn rested in its pocket like a coal banked for morning.

Cold seeped through denim at his thighs where damp earth soaked fabric. His breath came visible now, white puffs dissipating in air that tasted different from the Texas humidity he'd learned these past seven years. Drier. Cleaner, maybe, or just emptier—unmarked by diesel exhaust and agricultural runoff, by the accumulated residue of human civilization.

The shaking intensified. Sam pulled his knees to his chest, wrapped both arms around his shins, made himself small in the darkness beneath ancient wood. Through the root curtain, scattered stars emerged in a sky unblemished by light pollution. Constellations he'd memorized from camping guides hung brilliant and foreign, their patterns subtly wrong in ways his exhausted brain couldn't catalogue.

His phone sat useless in his pocket beside the acorn. No signal. No GPS. No texts from the group chat asking where he'd disappeared to.

Just him and the Pleistocene night, separated by rotting oak and failing courage.

***
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SLEEP REFUSED TO COME.

Sam lay curled in dirt that smelled of centuries, listening to the Pleistocene night announce itself in layers. First came the wind—different somehow, carrying scents he couldn't place, whispering through branches that predated his species' first stone tools. Then the distant calls: low rumbles that might be mammoths, higher howls that could be wolves or their dire cousins, something in between that defied classification entirely.

Closer, a rustle. Footfalls padding through leaf litter, pausing, moving on. Sam pressed his spine against deadfall and held his breath until the sound faded.

Starlight filtered through the root lattice, just enough to see by. Sam extracted the acorn from his pocket, balanced it on his palm. The amber surface caught faint illumination, but the geometric veins beneath had dimmed to barely-visible threads. No pulse. No warmth beyond residual heat from his body.

"Come on." His whisper scraped raw in the cold air. He pressed his thumb against the cap where shell met nut, applying pressure to each quadrant like trying combinations on a safe. Nothing. He rotated the acorn clockwise, then counter. Still nothing.

His fingers found the channels, traced their circuit-board pathways by touch. "Take me back." The words felt stupid spoken aloud, childish, but desperation had worn through dignity hours ago. "Please. I need—" His voice cracked. He tried again, firmer. "Activate. Return. Home."

The acorn remained inert. Dead weight in his palm, all its earlier invitation gone dark.

Sam closed his fist around it, squeezed until the cap's ridges dug grooves in his skin. Maybe it needed blood again—the initial trigger. But his wrapped thumb had stopped bleeding, and intentionally cutting himself deeper in a prehistoric forest without antibiotics seemed like accelerated suicide.

Maybe it was recharging. Drawing power from... what? Temporal energy? Magnetic fields? Or maybe he'd broken it somehow, used up its single charge getting here with no return trip programmed.

That possibility opened a chasm in his chest that swallowed breath and thought together.

Sam pressed the acorn against his sternum, both hands cupped around it like he could will life back into dead circuits through sheer need. His eyes closed. No words formed—just a reaching, wordless and desperate, toward something larger than the darkness pressing in. Not quite hope. The instinct beneath it.

The acorn stayed cold and silent.

Outside, something howled again, closer than before.

***
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DAWN CREPT IN PALE and cold, filtered through a sky that held no contrails, no satellites, no trace of the machines Sam had lived beneath his entire life.

He uncurled from his shelter one joint at a time, each movement announcing itself through stiffened muscles and vertebrae that popped like kindling. His jeans had stiffened with dew and mud. The bandage around his thumb—just a crumpled receipt—had soaked through, fabric adhering to skin.

Sam crawled from beneath the root ball into air that tasted different. Cleaner, maybe, though that word felt inadequate. Pre-industrial. Pre-agricultural. Pre-everything.

The woodland revealed itself in gradations: first the nearest trunks, then the clearings between them, finally the open savanna beyond where shapes moved in coordinated groups. Mammoths, maybe. Or mastodons—he'd need closer observation to distinguish Mammuthus from Mammut, though both should be here, fourteen thousand years before selective extinction culled one lineage early.

His hands shook as he pulled out his phone. The screen lit—battery at sixty-seven percent, a countdown timer he couldn't stop. No signal bars, no WiFi, no desperate SOS that might ping a cell tower that wouldn't exist for millennia. But the camera icon glowed operational.

Sam steadied his grip against a trunk and framed the distant herd. The shutter sound felt obscene in this ancient quiet—a digital click that had no place here. He took another. The savanna stretching untouched to a horizon marked only by scattered oak mottes. Another. The sky itself, impossibly clear, stars still visible in the west where night retreated.

Proof. Evidence that this wasn't hypothermia-induced hallucination or some elaborate breakdown.

Though who he'd show these photos to, stranded in deep time with a dead artifact in his pocket, remained an open wound.

A bird called from the canopy—nothing he recognized, triple-noted and sharp. Sam photographed the approximate direction, knowing the odds of capturing the actual species were minimal but needing to try anyway. Document. Catalog. The instincts that made him a decent biology student, applied to a living museum that predated museums by epochs.

His stomach cramped, empty and insistent. Thirst scraped his throat.

Dawn had arrived, and with it, the immediate brutal arithmetic: find water, find food, or document nothing but his own extinction.

***
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SAM LISTENED.

Beneath the bird calls and distant mammoth rumbles, water moved somewhere close. A whisper of current over stone, audible only because no highway droned in the distance, no air conditioner hummed, no civilization provided its constant white noise blanket.

He followed the sound northeast, moving carefully through understory that showed no sign of human trail. His boots—Timberlands bought on sale last semester—sank into leaf litter untouched by boot tread for thousands of years. The irony didn't escape him.

The stream revealed itself gradually: first a depression in the land, then moisture darkening the soil, finally water itself cutting clear through limestone and clay. Ten feet wide, maybe knee-deep at the center where current moved with purpose. Village Creek's ancestor, perhaps, before channelization and development and a name that referenced European settlement.

Sam knelt at the bank. His reflection wavered in the current—mud-streaked face, hair matted with debris, eyes hollowed by sleeplessness. Behind him, the woodland stretched unchanged.

He cupped his hands and drank.

The water tasted like stone and minerals and nothing artificial. Cold enough to ache through his teeth. He drank again, slower this time, letting his body register hydration before demanding more. His grandfather's voice: Desperation drowns more men than floods.

Sam pulled his water bottle from his pack—a dented Nalgene covered in peeling stickers from national parks he'd visited. He submerged it completely, watching sediment swirl as clean water displaced the last remnants of tap-treated campus fountain fill. When it topped off, he capped it and set it aside.

Then he unwrapped the receipt from his thumb. The gash had scabbed poorly, edges swollen. He plunged his hand into the current, gasping as cold water flooded the wound. Blood threaded downstream, dissolving into clarity within seconds. Sam scrubbed his palm, his wrist, his forearm up to the elbow, scouring away yesterday's world.

Finally, he cupped water and splashed his face. Once. Twice. The third time he held it there, dripping, letting the shock travel through his nervous system like voltage.

The panic that had ridden his chest since the mammoths appeared—that vice-grip of impossible—loosened half a degree.

Water. Shelter survived the night. His pack held granola bars, at least for today.

Survival mode. Not panic mode.

Sam stood, scanning the stream banks for edible plants his botany courses might recognize, even fourteen thousand years displaced.

***
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MOVEMENT UPSTREAM CAUGHT Sam's attention—something large pushing through brush where the stream bent east.

He dropped into a crouch behind a limestone outcrop, heart kicking into higher gear. Not the lion. Please not the lion.

Three shapes materialized at the woodland edge, sixty yards upstream. Then five. Then seven.

Mastodons.

Sam's breath stopped.

The family group emerged from the trees with the unhurried confidence of creatures that feared nothing. Adults stood nine feet at the shoulder, maybe more, their bodies covered in dense russet hair that hung in matted curtains. Curved tusks swept forward, stained dark with earth and vegetation. They moved with surprising grace for their bulk, testing the ground with splayed feet before committing weight.

A female led, trunk extended toward water. Two younger adults flanked her. Behind them, three juveniles—still massive, still shaggy—bumped shoulders and vocalized in low rumbles Sam felt through the limestone beneath his boots.

The matriarch reached the stream and waded in without hesitation. Water rose past her knees, darkening the hair. She lowered her head and sucked water through her trunk, then curled it back to spray into her mouth. The motion looked practiced, ancient, perfect.

One of the juveniles—maybe four feet tall, dwarfed by its family—stepped into the shallows and immediately splashed. Water erupted around its legs. It trumpeted, a squeaky sound compared to the adults' deeper tones, and splashed again with deliberate joy.

An older sibling shoved it gently with a tusk. The juvenile splashed back.

Sam watched, completely still, barely breathing.

Wonder flooded his chest cavity, replacing the fear that had calcified there overnight. These creatures—extinct for ten thousand years in his world—browsed and played and lived not twenty yards upstream. Real. Tangible. Their hair caught morning light. Their calls vibrated through water and stone. The juvenile's trunk fumbled at lily pads floating near the bank, clumsy and curious.

His grandfather had taught him to read deer trails, identify edible mushrooms, predict weather from cloud formations. Practical knowledge for a world Sam understood.

Nothing had prepared him for this.

The matriarch lifted her trunk, sampling air. Her ears—smaller than an elephant's, Sam noted automatically—rotated forward, then back. Listening. Assessing.

Sam pressed himself flatter against the outcrop, suddenly aware that wonder didn't equal safety.

The juvenile splashed again, spraying its sibling. Somewhere deeper in the forest, a mammoth called, distant and low.

The family drank for another minute, then the matriarch turned upstream, moving along the bank. The others followed, water streaming from their legs. The juvenile lingered, trunk wrapped around something submerged, until an adult rumbled. It released whatever it held and trotted after, still dripping.

***
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SAM WAITED UNTIL THE mastodons disappeared into the trees upstream. Only then did he move, muscles stiff from holding position. His stomach cramped—empty except for stream water and whatever gastric acid his body still produced.

He picked his way along the bank, scanning vegetation with the methodical attention his coursework had drilled into him. Different epoch. Same basic biology. Plants here followed rules he recognized, even if the species had shifted.

There. Cattails clustered in a shallow backwater, their distinctive brown heads unmistakable. Sam waded knee-deep and yanked up three shoots, washing mud from the white bases. The tender inner cores came away clean. He bit into one.

Cucumber-crisp. Slightly sweet. His stomach accepted it without protest.

He ate the first shoot completely, then pocketed the others and pushed deeper into the understory. Oak saplings dotted the woodland floor—younger cousins of the giant that had fallen in 2026. Their leaves looked right. Serrated edges. Lobed structure. He searched the ground beneath them and found scattered acorns, smaller than the artifact but recognizable.

Sam cracked one with a rock. The nut inside was pale, bitter when he touched it to his tongue. Tannins. Too much would make him sick, but leaching them was possible if he found time and patience.

He wrapped six acorns in his bandana and kept moving.

Wild onion grew in a sun-drenched clearing, its grass-like shoots familiar from his grandfather's foraging lessons back in Arkansas. Sam pulled up four bulbs, brushing away soil. The sharp sulfur smell hit his nostrils—unmistakable, reassuring. He ate one raw, grimacing at the bite, then saved the rest.

Not enough. His body wanted protein, fat, calories his plant knowledge couldn't easily provide. But enough to keep moving. Enough to think.

He found wood sorrel beneath a rotting log, its clover-like leaves dusted with dew. Sour when he chewed them. Vitamin C, assuming Pleistocene biochemistry worked the way textbooks claimed.

Sam straightened, surveying the woodland. Morning sun filtered through canopy gaps, painting the understory in gold and shadow. Somewhere north, mammoths rumbled. A bird called—three descending notes he didn't recognize.

His phone showed 64% battery. No service. 9:47 AM, though the timestamp meant nothing here.

The acorn in his pocket rested dormant, warm but unchanged.

Sam bit into another cattail shoot and kept walking.

***
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SAM KNELT TO REFILL his water bottle when sunlight glinted off something angular in the mud. Not natural. Too sharp.

He set the bottle aside and brushed away silt with careful fingers. Stone. Flaked stone. Three pieces, each no bigger than his thumbnail, scattered in a rough cluster where the bank sloped into water.

Debitage.

His breath caught. He'd seen this before—in his Introduction to Archaeology textbook, in the anthropology museum's glass cases. Waste flakes from toolmaking. Someone had sat here, maybe yesterday or last week, and struck stone against stone until an edge formed.

Sam's pulse hammered against his ribs. He scanned the clearing with new eyes, no longer looking for plants.

There. Ten feet upstream. A depression in soft mud near the water's edge, half-filled with seepage but still visible. Heel strike. Ball. Toe impressions. Human. Bare foot, narrow, maybe size eight or nine. The edges had softened but not collapsed—recent enough that last night's dew hadn't erased it completely.

Sam stood slowly, turning in a full circle. The woodland pressed close on three sides. Downstream, the savanna opened like a mouth. No movement. No smoke. No voices.

But someone had been here.

Paleo-Indians. The term surfaced from a sophomore survey course he'd barely paid attention to. First peoples. Clovis points. Mammoth hunters. Fourteen thousand years ago—give or take—they'd walked this continent when megafauna still grazed and glaciers scraped the northern half of the world flat.

He wasn't alone.

The thought should have comforted him. Human contact. Help. Language, even if he couldn't speak it. Company in this impossible isolation.

Instead, cold dread spread through his chest.

Contact could alter history.

The phrase arrived fully formed, urgent. If he met them, spoke to them, showed them his phone or his jacket or any single piece of 2026—what would that do? Contaminate their timeline? Introduce concepts or materials they weren't meant to have? Butterfly effect, chaos theory, every time-travel story his roommate had made him watch.

Or worse: what if they changed him? What if he couldn't get back, and his presence here—his genetics, his knowledge, his existence—rippled forward through fourteen millennia and rewrote everything?

Sam stared at the footprint until water seeped in and blurred the edges further.

Whoever made this could be watching right now.

He grabbed his bottle and moved into the trees, quiet as the forest would allow.

***
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SAM PRESSED HIS BACK against a hickory trunk fifty yards from the stream, chest heaving. The forest canopy filtered afternoon sun into shifting coins of light across the leaf litter. A distant mammoth call rolled through the air, low and mournful.

He dug the acorn from his pocket.

The amber surface caught sunlight, warmer than it should be. The geometric veins beneath lay dormant—faint shadows of circuitry that had blazed two days ago when his blood first touched canvas.

"Come on," Sam whispered.

He pressed his thumbs against the cap, rotating it clockwise. Nothing. Counterclockwise. The same. He squeezed until his knuckles whitened, willing the artifact to respond, to recognize him, to work.

The veins flickered.

His breath caught. Amber light pulsed once through the channels, traveled from cap to base, then died.

Sam's heart kicked. He pressed harder, focused every scrap of attention on the object in his palms. Take me back. Home. Now.

Warmth spread through his fingers, crawled up his wrists. The veins flared brighter—gold light threading beneath the surface like blood through capillaries. Heat built against his skin, almost uncomfortable, radiating into his chest where hope fluttered fragile and desperate.

Then nothing.

The light faded. The warmth retreated to baseline. The acorn sat inert in his hands.

"No. No, come on—"

Sam fumbled for his pocket knife, flipped it open with shaking fingers. The cut on his thumb had scabbed over, pale pink against grime. He pressed the blade against it until blood welled fresh and bright.

He smeared red across the acorn's surface, coating the cap, the channels, every visible vein. Blood soaked into microscopic crevices, disappeared into the amber like water into sand.

Work. Please.

The veins flickered again—brief, teasing—then went dark.

Sam's vision blurred. He wiped his eyes with his clean hand, leaving mud streaked across his cheek. The acorn pulsed faint warmth against his bloodied palm, nothing more. A dying battery. A broken key. A door that had slammed shut the moment he stepped through.

"Fourteen thousand years," he said to no one.

The forest offered no answer. Somewhere upstream, water babbled over stone. Somewhere closer, branches cracked under weight Sam couldn't identify.

He pocketed the acorn and wiped his thumb on his jeans, leaving rust-colored smears across denim that had never been meant for this world.

***
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SAM CROUCHED BY THE stream until shadows stretched long across the woodland. His phone read 4:47 PM—meaningless numbers in a world without cell towers or satellites. Battery at 61%. He'd stopped checking for service.

He needed shelter before dark. The limestone outcrop offered a shallow overhang, better than exposed ground but worse than yesterday's root hollow. Sam gathered armfuls of pine needles, piled them against stone, tried not to think about American lions or dire wolves or the stone flakes he'd found upstream.

The acorn rested in his pocket. Inert. Useless.

Dusk bled across the sky—violet deepening to indigo, stars emerging in unfamiliar patterns. Sam sat with his back against limestone, knees drawn up, watching fireflies drift between hickory trunks. Their bioluminescence painted the air in codes older than language.

Then the ground hummed.

Sam's hand flew to his pocket. The acorn blazed hot through canvas and denim, searing against his hip. He yanked it free as the subsonic vibration climbed through his spine, rattled his teeth, pressed against his eardrums from inside out.

The veins erupted gold.

Light flooded the channels, brighter than before, pulsing in waves that matched the rhythm in his chest. Heat spread through his palm, up his forearm, into his shoulder. The forest shimmered at its edges.

"Wait—"

The world tilted sideways. Sam's stomach lurched as gravity lost meaning. The limestone vanished. The fireflies vanished. Everything blurred into streaks of amber and shadow and wrongness, like reality folding inside out.

His feet hit solid ground.

Sam staggered, caught himself against rough bark. The acorn cooled in his fist. The vibration stopped.

He stood in the clearing. The fallen oak stretched before him, massive crown crushing young pines. Root ball towering twelve feet high. Bear Grass Ridge.

Home.

Sam's knees buckled. He braced against the oak trunk, gulping air that tasted of pine resin and decay and civilization—faint traces of diesel exhaust, maybe, or distant woodsmoke. Real. Present. His world.

But the light was wrong.

Dawn light, pale gold filtering through loblolly branches. Not dusk. Not the fading afternoon he'd left behind two days ago.

Sam pushed off the trunk, turned in a slow circle. The clearing looked the same but... different. The exposed root ball bore thicker moss growth, green velvet coating clay and wood. Mushrooms clustered where none had grown before. The torn earth smelled older, richer, settled.

He checked his phone.

March 18, 2026. 6:23 AM.

Three days. He'd been gone three days.

***
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SAM LURCHED TOWARD the trail, legs shaking. The forest pressed close—familiar loblolly pines, familiar undergrowth, familiar mud sucking at his boots. Wrong. All of it wrong after two nights in a world without trails or tire tracks or the distant whine of Highway 69.

His phone vibrated. Once. Twice. A cascade of alerts that didn't stop.

Signal. Full bars.

The screen lit up with notifications scrolling past too fast to read. Seventeen missed calls. Forty-three texts. Voicemails stacking atop each other in a digital avalanche that meant people had noticed, people had looked, people had worried.

Mom (Mobile): 3 missed calls

Lena M: 2 missed calls

Dad (Mobile): 4 missed calls

Sam's thumb hovered over the screen, frozen. Lena. Their Wednesday lab had been—

Wednesday. Three days ago.

The texts loaded.

Lena M — Wed 7:14 PM: You coming? Got our station set up

Lena M — Wed 7:42 PM: Henderson's pissed. Where are you?

Lena M — Wed 9:33 PM: Sam seriously are you ok

Mom — Thu 8:02 AM: Call me when you get this

Mom — Thu 11:47 AM: Samuel Lee Hill answer your phone RIGHT NOW

Mom — Thu 6:15 PM: I filed a report. If this is a joke it's not funny

Dad — Fri 6:01 AM: Search team going out this morning. Please be okay

The voicemails started autoplaying. His mom's voice cracked through the speaker, tight with panic he hadn't heard since his grandfather's funeral.

"Sam, baby, please—wherever you are, just come home. I don't care if you're in trouble, I don't care about anything except you being safe. Please."

Sam stopped walking. Leaned against a sweetgum trunk, bark rough against his forehead.

Search teams. Missing person report. Three days vanished into Pleistocene wilderness while his parents sat by phones, imagining him hurt or dead or worse.

His throat closed.

Lena M — Sat 5:47 AM: rangers found your car. everybody's looking

Sent forty minutes ago. They were still out there. Combing the preserve for a body.

Sam's fingers trembled as he opened a new message to his mom. Deleted it. Started again. Deleted that too.

What could he possibly say?

***
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SAM STUMBLED INTO THE trailhead parking lot just after six. His Tacoma sat alone beneath the pines, mud caked on the wheel wells exactly where he'd left it. Three days ago. Thursday afternoon. An eternity compressed into forty-eight hours of Pleistocene terror that his truck didn't register at all.

The door handle felt cold. Real. Sam yanked it open and collapsed into the driver's seat, filthy jeans smearing ancient dirt across fabric that smelled like fast food and pine air freshener. He locked the doors. Gripped the steering wheel until his knuckles whitened.

Breathe.

His phone buzzed again. A news alert this time, not another frantic text.

KTRE 9 News: East Texas man missing since Wednesday; search continues

Below it, an older alert from yesterday:

Houston Chronicle: Unusual artifact discovered at Gault Site; researchers baffled by anachronistic features

Sam's thumb stopped mid-swipe.

Gault Site. Central Texas archaeological dig. Paleo-Indian occupation dating back thirteen thousand years. He'd read about it freshman year—evidence of early tool-making, possible pre-Clovis cultures, layers of human activity spanning millennia.

He tapped the headline.

The article loaded slow, buffering on the trailhead's weak signal. When the photo appeared, Sam's stomach dropped.

A stone. Engraved. Palm-sized, river-smoothed limestone covered in geometric patterns that spiraled from center to edge in precise channels. Not random scratches. Not natural weathering.

Patterns that matched the acorn's veins exactly.

"...discovered Thursday morning in a stratum dated to approximately 14,200 years before present," the article read. "Dr. Patricia Nguyen, lead archaeologist, expressed confusion over the artifact's sophistication. 'The precision suggests metal tools,' she stated, 'but metallurgy in North America doesn't appear for another thirteen thousand years. It's an anomaly we can't yet explain.'"

Thursday morning. The day after Sam had arrived in the Pleistocene, bleeding and desperate, carrying a twenty-first-century pocket knife.

His hands started shaking.

That footprint by the stream. Those stone flakes. Someone had been watching him, close enough to see what he carried, close enough to observe tools and techniques that wouldn't exist for millennia. And they'd tried to replicate it. Carved those patterns into stone as testimony or warning or prayer.

He'd changed something.

Not the sweeping butterfly-effect catastrophes he'd feared—no erased civilizations or rewritten histories. Something smaller. Quieter. A single artifact that survived fourteen thousand years to surface the day after he'd disappeared, like an echo traveling forward through geological time.

His blood on the acorn. His presence in that woodland. His knife catching firelight as he'd tried to activate the artifact.

All of it had weight.

Sam scrolled back to his mother's messages. Her voice still played in his head, cracked with grief over a son she thought was dead. He'd put that there. Vanished without explanation, left them to imagine the worst while he walked through a world they couldn't conceive.

The acorn sat in his pocket, warm against his ribs. Still glowing faintly if he looked close. Still holding whatever power had ripped him backward through time and deposited him gently home.

Not gently. Nothing about this was gentle.

His phone buzzed. Mom (Mobile) lit the screen.

Sam stared at it. Watched it ring. The trailhead remained empty, dawn light filtering through pine needles, birds calling their morning territories.

On the fourth ring, he answered.
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Chapter 3
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The ceiling fan spun lazy circles above Sam's head. White blades cutting through morning light that filtered past curtains covered in sailboats and anchors—the same curtains from when he was fifteen, when his mother thought nautical themes might help him adjust to their new house in Huntsville.

A refrigerator hummed downstairs. Someone's lawnmower chewed through St. Augustine grass three houses over, that familiar weekend drone he'd heard a thousand Saturday mornings before.

Sam's body jerked upright, pulse hammering.

No mammoths. No dire wolves. Just suburban Texas waking itself up to coffee and yard work.

He sat on sheets that smelled like fabric softener, not earth and fear. His clean clothes—joggers and a faded SHSU Biology Department shirt—felt wrong against skin that remembered mud and blood and cold stream water. The dresser sat against the far wall where it always did, scarred oak holding his old baseball trophy and a framed photo of him and his grandfather holding up a catfish.

The sock-wrapped acorn lay in the top drawer, exactly where he'd hidden it last night after the hospital visit, after the questions, after Sheriff Martinez had finally let his parents take him home with instructions to rest and "come by the station Monday for a statement."

Warmth radiated from the dresser. Subtle but persistent, like standing near a space heater on low.

Sam could feel it from here. Across eight feet of carpet, through solid wood, past the thick wool sock he'd wrapped it in three times. The artifact pulsed with whatever energy had dragged him backward through fourteen millennia and deposited him home with dirt under his nails and impossible memories.

A car backfired outside.

Sam hit the floor before conscious thought caught up. Knees struck carpet, hands spread flat, breath seized in his chest.

Predator. Threat. Move—

"Sam?"

His mother stood in the doorway, one hand on the frame. She wore her bathrobe, the blue terry cloth she'd owned since Arkansas. Dark circles hung beneath her eyes like bruises. She looked older. Thinner. Like three days of believing her son was dead had carved something permanent from her face.

"I heard a noise," she said. Her voice scraped. "You okay?"

Sam pushed himself upright, legs shaking. "Yeah. Just—car outside. Startled me."

She watched him the way she had at the hospital. Like he might vanish if she blinked.

"I made coffee," she said finally. "Whenever you're ready."

***
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DEPUTY MARTINEZ SAT in the armchair—his father's chair—with a notepad balanced on one knee. Early forties, crew cut gone silver at the temples, the kind of clean-shaven face that suggested military service before the badge. His uniform pressed sharp, duty belt creaking leather when he shifted.

Sam's parents occupied the couch. His mother perched on the edge, spine rigid. His father leaned back but his jaw worked like he was chewing something bitter.

"So you left campus around two," Martinez said, pen hovering. "Headed to Bear Grass Ridge."

"Yes sir."

"Storm rolled in—when, exactly?"

Sam had rehearsed this. Sat in the hospital bathroom last night going over every detail, building a story that would hold. "Maybe four thirty? Five? I wasn't checking my phone much. Wanted to disconnect."

Martinez nodded, writing. "Phone dies. You take shelter."

"In a hollow. Big fallen oak with exposed roots." True, technically. Just fourteen thousand years displaced. "Waited out the rain."

"Three days."

"I got disoriented. After the storm, everything looked different. Muddy. I tried to find the trail markers but..." Sam let his voice trail. Confusion. Exhaustion. The things they'd expect.

"You had water?"

"Stream. I know you're supposed to boil it but I didn't have—"

"No fire?"

"Everything was wet. I tried with some dry bark from under logs but couldn't get it going."

Martinez's pen stopped. "You know how to start a fire?"

The question landed wrong. Too specific, inviting too much detail. Sam's pulse ticked up. "My grandfather taught me. Basic stuff. Tinder bundle, kindling. But conditions were bad."

"Uh-huh." The deputy made a note. "What'd you eat?"

"Cattail shoots. Wild onions. Acorns—tried to leach them in the stream but they were still pretty bitter."

"That's pretty specific plant knowledge."

"I'm a biology major. Ethnobotany focus."

His mother's hands twisted in her lap.

Martinez flipped a page back. "Rangers found your truck Tuesday morning. You went missing Sunday evening. Vehicle secured, no signs of forced entry, keys in the ignition."

"I usually leave them there when I hike. Stupid, I know, but—"

"Saves fumbling for them if you need to leave quick." Martinez's eyes stayed level. "Sensible, actually. But you didn't need to leave quick Sunday."

Not a question. Sam swallowed. "No sir."

"Weather service shows the storm passed by eight PM. Conditions cleared Monday morning. You were familiar with the area—you've hiked Bear Grass multiple times according to your professor, Dr. Kelvin."

They'd talked to Kelvin. Sam's stomach dropped.

"He mentioned you're one of his best students. Said you could navigate that preserve blindfolded." Martinez leaned forward slightly. "So help me understand how someone with your experience got turned around for three days in an area you know well, in weather that only lasted a few hours."

The living room felt smaller. His father's hand found his mother's knee.

"I panicked." Sam heard his voice crack. Let it crack—they'd expect that. "After I couldn't find the markers, I just... I wasn't thinking straight. Maybe dehydration, I don't know. It's all blurry."

"Paramedics said you were dehydrated but not severely. No hypothermia, despite two nights in wet clothes. Minor scratches, one cut on your thumb, but nothing consistent with fighting through brambles for seventy-two hours." Martinez closed his notepad. "You're lucky, son. Real lucky."

"Yes sir."

The deputy stood. Sam's parents rose with him. Martinez tucked the notepad in his breast pocket, hand drifting to his duty belt out of habit.

"We'll close the case as found safe. But Sam?" He paused at the door. "If you remember anything else—anything that might help us understand what happened out there—you call me. Day or night."

He handed Sam a card. Hardin County Sheriff's Office, Deputy R. Martinez printed in block letters beneath the star logo.

After the door closed, his mother turned. She didn't speak. Just looked at him with something that made Sam's chest ache worse than any dire wolf's approach.

Not anger. Not relief.

Distance.

***
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SAM CLOSED HIS BEDROOM door. Downstairs, his parents' voices carried up through the floorboards—low, indistinct murmurs punctuated by his mother's sharper tones. He didn't want to parse the words.

His laptop sat on the desk where he'd left it Sunday. A lifetime ago. He woke the screen and opened Chrome, fingers already typing before he'd consciously decided: Gault Site artifact discovery.

The results loaded. Academic Twitter first—a thread from @PleistoPhD, archaeology PhD candidate at UT Austin:

Wild day. Word from Gault is they've pulled something unprecedented from Layer 6. Engraved limestone with geometric patterns that don't match any known Clovis toolkit. Dr. Nguyen won't confirm details but her team is freaking out (quietly).

Fourteen retweets. Forty-three likes. Posted Wednesday at 11:47 AM.

Sam clicked through to replies. Mostly speculation, a few skeptics demanding photos. One response linked to the UT Austin Anthropology Department blog—a brief statement from Dr. Patricia Nguyen:

"We have recovered an artifact from a secure 14,200-year-old context that exhibits unusual technological sophistication. Analysis is ongoing. We will present findings through proper channels once peer review is complete."

Careful. Professional. Revealing nothing.

The acorn in Sam's drawer pulsed warm against his thigh through the wood. He pulled open the drawer, unwrapped the sock. Amber surface catching afternoon light from the window, veins dark beneath.

He'd done this. Left footprints, dropped his Nalgene bottle, bled on a receipt that someone found. Some Paleo-Indian artist had watched him fumble with modern tools and carved the memory into stone.

Sam opened Reddit, searching Gault Site. The main archaeology subreddit showed recent posts, mostly academic discussions. He scrolled, hunting.

There—three days old, username deleted, post removed but cached:

[deleted] 3d ago

Source: volunteer crew at Gault. They found a second piece this morning. Same stratum, maybe ten meters from the first. Patterns match. Team lead shut down all phone use, confiscated photos. They're not talking about it publicly. Something's wrong about the whole thing.

Sam's pulse hammered. He screenshot the cached page, then the Twitter thread, then Nguyen's statement. Two pieces. Not one.

His hand found the acorn, wrapped tight. The warmth spread up his forearm, responding to the spike of panic flooding his system. The geometric veins flickered amber—brief, barely visible.

"What did I do?" Sam whispered.

The acorn pulsed again. Warmer. Almost hot.

Downstairs, his mother's voice rose sharp enough to catch a phrase: "—won't even look at us—"

Sam pulled up Google Maps, typed Gault Site Texas. Bell County, two hours south. He zoomed in on the archaeological dig location marked with a red pin.

His browser tabs multiplied. Academic journals. Clovis culture databases. Anything about temporal paradoxes, though those yielded only science fiction forums.

The acorn burned against his palm.

***
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MORNING LIGHT STABBED through the windshield as Sam pulled into Lot 12 at Sam Houston State. He cut the engine. Students crossed the asphalt in waves—backpacks, coffee cups, conversations loud enough to penetrate the truck's cab.

A girl in a Bearkat hoodie laughed, phone pressed to her ear. Two guys tossed a football near the bike racks. Normal. All of it crushingly, impossibly normal.

Sam's phone buzzed. Email notification: Dr. Morrison: REQUIRED meeting re: missed coursework.

He grabbed his backpack from the passenger seat. The acorn sat at home in his drawer, wrapped and hidden, but its warmth ghosted his ribs like phantom heat.

The quad stretched ahead—brick walkways, oak trees planted in neat rows, nothing like the wild Pleistocene savanna. Students sprawled on benches between the library and the science building. A group clustered near the fountain, someone's Bluetooth speaker pumping out bass-heavy pop.

"—totally bombing that organic chem midterm—"

"—she said Friday night, Cabo's, you in?—"

"—dude, did you see the game? Fourth quarter was insane—"

Their voices washed over him. Sam kept walking, shoulders tight, eyes forward. None of them had watched mastodons drink from a stream older than recorded history. None of them had hidden from an American lion, felt its yellow gaze measuring their flesh.

A text arrived. Lena: You coming to Morrison's office hours? We need to talk about the group project.

The group project. Plant reproduction strategies in temperate ecosystems. Sam had missed the presentation entirely. He'd checked the class portal last night—the submitted slides showed three names. His wasn't among them.

He climbed the steps to the Science Research Building. Inside, fluorescent lights hummed overhead, that artificial buzz that never quite faded into background noise. A bulletin board advertised spring break study abroad programs, lab volunteer positions, a guest lecture on climate adaptation in coastal ecosystems.

Sam's reflection caught in the glass door—pale, dark circles under his eyes, hair matted despite the shower. He looked haunted.

"Sam!" Footsteps behind him. He turned. Lena jogged up, laptop bag bouncing against her hip. Her expression hovered between concern and irritation. "Where the hell have you been? Everyone's been losing their minds—"

"Got lost." The lie tasted stale. "Storm came through, disoriented."

Lena studied him, frowning. Her gaze lingered on the bandage around his thumb, the bruise on his jaw from sleeping on prehistoric limestone. "For three days?"

"Yeah." Sam shifted his backpack. "Look, I've got Morrison in ten minutes—"

"He's pissed, Sam. Really pissed."

***
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SAM KNELT ON THE WORN office carpet, dodging the looming bookcases like ancient titans. Dr. Morrison’s office had a distinctive jungle quality, with overflowing stacks of papers and potted plants competing for space. The crumpled chair—a faded relic—stood awkwardly opposite her mahogany desk. Morrison herself sat behind it, glasses perched low on her nose, eyes sharp but lacking the warmth that dispels tension.

"Sam Hill," she said without any preamble. "Heard about your... extended absence."

His voice barely rose above a whisper. "Sorry about that, Dr. Morrison."

He felt her weighing his words, her gaze direct yet clinical, as if probing for infection or fracture. "I've filled out the necessary paperwork, para académica, but you’ll want to touch base with student counseling. They’re quite good, you know. Sometimes, getting lost isn’t just about the woods." Her tone walked a fine edge between kindness and protocol.

"No, thanks. I’d rather... handle it myself."

"As you wish." She adjusted her glasses, purpose and curiosity mingling. "Interesting developments at the Gault Site lately."

Sam's heartbeat quickened, the past few days threatening to unravel. He shifted, feeling the acorn’s phantom warmth against his memory.

"News travels fast in certain circles," she continued. "Pre-Clovis engravings—you’d have been the first to mention it under normal circumstances."

The room seemed to shrink, his pulse loud in his ears. "Sounds fascinating."

"Very. Pollen analysis results just came through. Odd distributions—species that shouldn't thrive in that climate profile."

Sam's blood turned to ice. The plants he'd crushed beneath his feet, their ancient pollen now scattered by winds of time, altering the stratum's narrative.

"Is that... unusual?" His attempt at nonchalance felt like stepping blindfolded into a pit.

"Owing to your ethnobotany interest, I thought you'd appreciate the anomaly." Dr. Morrison placed a file on her desk, her fingers drumming lightly atop it. "Someone needs to clean up their history."

She reached for her mug, a desktop jungle within reach. "Terribly exciting, wouldn't you say? Unveiling time’s layers with every turn of the trowel. Dozens of questions surface every time we lay hands on such artifacts. A reminder that plants—like us—are lingering secrets waiting to be unearthed."

Sam nodded, a heavy weight in his throat. His education, much like Dr. Morrison’s casual insights, had become a bitter key unlocking doors to consequences he'd never counted on opening. Each word now tasking him with a burdensome truth: times—and the marks they leave—wait for no one, least of all him.
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Some doors were never meant to stay closed.
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