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Dedications

For my family,

in the darkest chapters, you were my light.

Your unwavering love carried me through the storm.

And for the wanderers,

for those who walk through life feeling misplaced,

who stumble more than they stride.

May you find, in these pages, the courage to keep going.
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PROLOGUE


The Woman Who Didn’t Belong.


[image: ]




Whitechapel, London, 1888.

The gas lamps flickered like dying stars while London waited for its next scream.

Thomas Donovan pushed open the heavy wooden door of The Fox and Hound tavern. The familiar scents of aged wood, spilled ale, and roasted meat mingled in the air. It was a chilly Wednesday evening in 1888 and the tavern was alive with the sound of raucous laughter and animated chatter, a welcome distraction from the dark streets of London.

Thomas made his way to a familiar corner booth, easing himself into the worn wooden seat. The conversations around him carried an undercurrent of tension. He didn’t need to strain to hear the snippets of grim talk floating through the smoky air.

“Another girl’s been found,” a burly man with a bushy beard declared loudly, his pint slamming down onto the table for emphasis. The men gathered around him quieted, their expressions dark. “This one... this one was bad. They’re saying her throat was cut from ear to ear.”

A sharp intake of breath swept through the group. One of the younger men, his face pale and drawn, leaned closer. “I heard it’s not just her throat. They’re saying her... insides. Taken out. Like he’s some kind of butcher!”

“A butcher? He’s worse than that,” another man growled, his voice low and trembling with anger. “A butcher kills for meat, for purpose. What he does, it’s... it’s evil. No one’s safe. I’ve got a wife, a little girl barely ten years old. You think I’ll let them out of my sight after sundown?” He shook his head violently. “Not a chance.”

Thomas’s stomach turned as he listened, the weight of their fear seeping into his own chest. Jack the Ripper. The name hung over London like a dark cloud, blotting out the stars. Some monsters lived in stories. This one walked Whitechapel. Every week brought new rumours, new horrors. And every night, the streets seemed quieter.

The bearded man took another swig of his ale before leaning into the group, his voice a harsh whisper. “They’re saying he’s too clever for the police. Knows exactly where to strike, exactly when. Like he’s got the devil himself guiding his hand.”

Thomas clenched his fists under the table, his mind wandering to his daughter. Mary was thirteen, with dark curls and a mischievous smile. She was the light of his life, and the thought of her walking these streets, even in daylight, sent a cold dread through him.

“I don’t know what we can do,” the younger man admitted, his shoulders sagging. “How do you protect them? It’s not just the working girls anymore. It could be anyone.”

“We keep them close,” Thomas said aloud, surprising himself with the force of his own voice. The group turned to him, their faces grim but nodding in agreement. “We keep them close, and we stay vigilant. That’s all we can do.”

He didn’t stay much longer. The oppressive weight of the tavern’s conversation was too much to bear. Promising himself he’d return to share a drink another time, he excused himself and stepped out into the night air. The streets were eerily quiet, the lamps casting faint pools of light onto the cobblestones. He wrapped his coat tighter around him, the chill biting through the fabric as he made his way towards home.

As he passed an empty stretch of street, his eyes caught a figure standing alone under the glow of light. At first, he thought it was a young woman heading home late, but something about her appearance stopped him in his tracks. Her clothing. It was like nothing he had ever seen before.

She wore trousers made of a strange, tightly woven blue fabric that clung to her shape. They weren’t the heavy work trousers men wore but something thinner, more casual. On her feet were peculiar shoes—soft-looking things with no laces. A bright red garment covered her torso, the hood hanging loosely down her back, and over it, she wore some kind of shiny, padded coat that gleamed faintly in the lamplight. The combination was both vibrant and bewildering, like nothing that belonged in his world.

“Miss!” Thomas called, his voice echoing through the empty street. The woman turned toward him, her face illuminated in the dim light.

“You shouldn’t be out here!” he said, quickening his pace. “It’s not safe!”

She tilted her head slightly, as if considering his words, but didn’t respond. Instead, she turned and began walking away, her movements unhurried, almost purposeful.

“Wait!” Thomas called again, breaking into a jog as she turned a corner ahead of him. His boots clattered loudly on the uneven paving, the sound harsh against the eerie silence of the night.

When he rounded the corner, he let out a shaken gasp. The alley was a dead end, hemmed in by tall brick walls. There was no sign of the woman, no sound of retreating footsteps, no doors she could have slipped through. She was simply... gone.

The air felt wrong here, heavy and charged with an unnatural stillness that pressed against his chest. He glanced around, his eyes scanning the shadows for any trace of her, but there was nothing. Not even a footprint in the thin layer of dust covering the cobblestones.

“Miss?” he called out again, his voice quieter now, tinged with unease. The hair on the back of his neck prickled as a faint chill rolled over him, colder than the night air. He couldn’t explain it, but something had changed in this place.

Thomas stepped further into the alley, his boots scuffing. The sense of unease deepened. He turned in a slow circle, his breath visible in the chill. The walls seemed to loom closer, the silence pressing down on him like a physical weight.

And then, just as suddenly as it had come, the strange feeling dissipated, leaving him standing alone in the quiet alley. He ran a hand over his face, trying to shake off the lingering sense of unreality. Had he imagined it? The woman, her strange clothing and disappearance. None of it made sense.

He turned and made his way back to the main street, casting one last glance over his shoulder. The alley remained empty, silent, and unremarkable. But Thomas couldn’t shake the feeling that he had glimpsed something extraordinary, something beyond his understanding.

The city continued, oblivious to the mysteries hidden within its darkened streets. Somewhere, the woman he had seen now existed far beyond his reach, leaving behind only questions.
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CHAPTER 1

A World Aflame
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Lucy Calder hunched over her laptop, the dim screen casting a pale glow over her tired face. Her faded green jumper hung off one shoulder, sleeves fraying at the cuffs, and her tangled light brown hair was shoved behind her ears, more out of habit than style. Her eyes—hazel, rimmed with fatigue, flicked across the screen as if the words might shift into something worth reading if she stared long enough. The walls were scuffed, the wallpaper peeling in places, and the tiny kitchen carried the faint, stubborn smell of burnt toast no matter how much she scrubbed.

The flat was silent apart from the sound of traffic on Brixton High Street below. Her one-bedroom home, crammed into an ageing block just off the main road, felt less like a sanctuary and more like a holding pen.

She shifted in her chair. Her long legs curled awkwardly beneath her and stretched her stiff back with a wince. Her build was slight, not quite athletic, not quite frail either.

This wasn’t what she imagined for herself at twenty-six. Fresh out of university, she’d been the rising star of her History with Creative Writing degree. Her writing had been sharp, her curiosity boundless. People believed in her. She believed in herself.

Now, though, the future she once dreamed of felt like a cruel joke. The thoughtful essays she’d once imagined writing had given way to churning out articles and bite-sized blurbs for PastTense Media, a history start-up that only paid attention if the content included a meme or a trending sound. Her deadlines blurred together under titles like “Five Shocking Plague Cures That Actually Existed” or “What Your Favourite Historical Empire Says About Your Attachment Style.” The stories she cared about didn’t drive traffic and traffic paid the rent. Barely. Even that fragile existence felt like it was slipping through her fingers.

She let out a long breath and leaned back in her chair, her eyes wandering to a small, framed photo perched on the shelf above her desk. It was one of the few personal touches in the flat. The photo showed her as a child, no older than eight or nine, sitting between her parents, Evelyn and Edward Calder. 

Whilst her memories of them both together were hazy at best, her mother, Evelyn, stood apart from Edward in ways that had only deepened Lucy’s admiration. Where he had been warm and steady, Evelyn was fierce, focused, and utterly relentless in her pursuit of the past. She wasn’t just respected in her field; she was a revered and acclaimed historian. Colleagues spoke of Evelyn Calder with awe, calling her research transformative. Her ability to reconstruct history, to breathe life into long-forgotten events and make them feel immediate, was unmatched. People often said that reading her work was like stepping into a time machine.

Evelyn had been a striking woman, with a quiet authority that made people stop and listen. Her dark hair, often tied back, was streaked with silver, and her green eyes lit up whenever she spoke about history. She had a calm, fair complexion and a warmth that drew people in—part brilliance, part something softer.

She dressed with effortless elegance: smart blouses, tailored trousers, earthy tones that echoed the places she studied. There was always purpose in the way she carried herself. Focused, unshakeable, but never cold. To Lucy, her mother had been a force of nature: fierce in her work, fiercely loving when she let herself slow down. Even now, Lucy could almost hear her laugh, bright and familiar, like a voice from the next room.

For most of Lucy’s childhood, Evelyn’s career had been her constant companion. There were always manuscripts sprawled across the dining table, annotated maps pinned to the walls, and dusty bookshelves stacked with obscure tomes. Evelyn would spend hours lost in her work, her focus so intense it was like the world around her ceased to exist. Her projects often took her far from home, to ruins and libraries and remote villages in search of lost stories.

After Edward’s sudden disappearance when Lucy was a child, Evelyn’s work took on a new edge. A kind of desperate crusade. She seemed to bury herself in her research, as if trying to outrun the pain. And then, four years ago, she too was gone.

Evelyn had vanished while on a research trip to Nanjing. She’d been following a lead on the Taiping Rebellion, a radical political movement disguised as a religious awakening that had been brutally suppressed in the mid-19th century. Something about Evelyn’s behaviour in those final weeks had unsettled Lucy. She’d been unusually secretive, locking her notes away and working late into the night.

When Evelyn failed to return, the local police conducted a search, but their efforts yielded nothing. The official report listed her as presumed dead, but Lucy had never truly accepted it. Her mother wasn’t the kind of person who simply disappeared. Evelyn Calder didn’t get lost—she thrived in the unknown, piecing together fragments of history with meticulous precision.

Lucy had never forgiven herself for the distance between them in those final years. They’d argued often. Evelyn, frustrated by what she saw as Lucy’s aimlessness, and Lucy resentful of her mother’s constant absences. Their last conversation, a brief and bitter phone call, still rang in her ears. She’d shouted something about not wanting to be “second place to a dusty pile of old relics.” She hadn’t known it would be the last thing she ever said to her mother.

The guilt of it lingered like a dull ache, one she carried with her every day. Losing a father at Thirteen and a mother at Twenty-Two does that to a person.

Her phone buzzed across the desk, breaking her train of thought. Lucy sighed when she saw the name.

“Hi, Jade,” she said, trying to sound more awake than she felt.

“Afternoon.” Jade’s voice crackled through the speaker—brisk, businesslike but not unkind. She had that clipped, semi-irritated tone of someone who’d sat through too many editorial brainstorms with whiteboards and beanbags. She certainly wasn’t the type of editor Lucy imagined working for.

“Just finished your Tudor dating piece.”

Lucy winced. How to Flirt Like a Tudor. A headline she hadn’t written, just inherited, along with a pile of reference links and a stock image.

“Right. Was it... okay?”

“It’s fine,” Jade said, drawing the word out like she was trying to make it stretch. “But fine doesn’t drive clicks. We need something punchier. The intro’s a bit slow, and the plague breath joke?” A pause. “Funny, but maybe not first-date shareable, you know?”

“I can rework it,” Lucy said quickly. “Punch it up a bit. I was aiming for tone, but—”

“Yeah. Just... try leaning into the weird a bit more.” Jade didn’t wait for a response. “You’ve got a good voice... when you let it out. Right now, it’s reading a little formal. Again.”

Lucy’s jaw tensed. “Right. Less lecture, more TikTok.”

Jade gave a short laugh. “Exactly. If you can get it back to me by Friday, that’d be great. Shouldn’t take much. Cool?”

“Cool,” Lucy replied.

“Perfect, speak soon,” Ending the call before Lucy could respond.

Lucy stared at her phone for a moment before setting it down on the desk. The silence came back fast and heavy, like the flat had been holding its breath. She glanced at the blinking cursor on her half-finished document, then shut the laptop without saving. The Tudor dating piece could wait. Her brain wasn’t in it. Not today.

Her phone buzzed again. Not a call this time, a message.

Natasha: Still good for tomorrow? 6ish at Côte, Southbank. Let me know if anything comes up. x

Lucy didn’t open it. Just watched the preview fade from the lock screen.

Natasha was the kind of friend who showed up once or twice a year like a dentist appointment. Necessary, mildly painful, and always followed by the sense that you’d been judged. They’d known each other since uni, back when Lucy had a proper circle. There were group chats, late-night takeaways, drunken debates over lectures and dreams and dissertations. She’d felt like someone then—connected, sharp, held. But people drifted. Some moved away, some got married, some just... stopped keeping in touch. There wasn’t a fallout. Just silence. Life got in the way. And now there was only Natasha.

Even that felt more like obligation than friendship—Natasha, with her perfect job and curated life and barely concealed pity. Lucy could already hear the fake-concern in her voice.

Lucy left the message unopened while trying to calculate how much time she left to reasonably postpone and what the reason was.

“Fuck it,” she said with a defeated sigh. If she wasn’t going to drink wine or spiral, she could at least make herself a proper dinner. Or more fittingly, attempt to.

* * * 
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Lucy stood in her tiny kitchen, the hiss of vegetables in the pan filling the room with warmth and spice. She moved with mechanical intent, chopping, stirring, flipping—trying to cook herself out of a mood. It wasn’t working.

With one hand, she reached for her laptop on the counter, flipping it open to her mother’s archive. The screen flickered to life, a row of familiar titles lining the page. After a moment’s hesitation, she clicked on The Inferno of 1666: A World Aflame.

It had been years since she’d read Evelyn’s work. The words hit like a voice from another life—measured, vivid, alive. The flames began in Pudding Lane, her mother wrote, but it was the wind that made them monstrous. Lucy read on, spoon hanging in her hand, forgotten.

The kitchen seemed to grow quieter, as if the world were holding its breath.

Evelyn’s prose was hypnotic. The rush of footsteps on cobblestones, the desperate calls for water, the sting of smoke in your throat, it was all there. Lucy could feel it creeping in at the edges of her senses. A phantom heat. A distant roar. The image of London burning unfurled before her, more real than anything outside her window.

In her rush to keep up with the article, she turned the heat up higher, completely oblivious to the disaster unfolding in front of her. The oil began to splatter, and she could hear the sound of it hissing, but her focus was still glued to her mother’s words. Suddenly, a burst of flames leapt from the pan, catching the edge of a nearby kitchen towel. Lucy’s heart raced as she finally looked up, panic flooding through her veins.

“Shit!” she shouted, grabbing the towel and tossing it aside. The fire crackled, the heat licking at her skin, and she felt an overwhelming sense of urgency. She had to put it out. She instinctively reached for the nearest empty mug and filled it with water before hurling it towards the fire. The water splashed everywhere, only making the flames grow larger. Lucy knew you shouldn’t do this. She knew better, but panic made her reckless.

The heat from the pan flared, startling but containable. Lucy backed away, eyes flicking to the damp towel now singed at one corner. But something about the air shifted—subtly at first. The kitchen, once filled with the comforting scent of garlic and soy, began to smell... wrong. Smoke, yes, but not the kind that belonged in a flat. This was thicker, older—like burned timber, pitch, and something metallic laced through the air.

She reached for the fire blanket, but her hand faltered mid-air.

The space around her pulsed, like a ripple had passed through it, like reality had briefly flexed and then forgotten how to settle. A low pitched but very present hum began to replace the sounds of the stir fry. The colours of the kitchen dimmed, edges softening as if viewed through heat haze. The fridge behind her groaned, but not with its usual electrical sound. It sounded like wood splintering under pressure.

Lucy froze and the world around her became distorted and obscure. 

The air grew denser. Not hotter, but heavier. It pressed against her chest, as if history itself was leaning in to watch. Her skin prickled. Her balance shifted.

Beneath her feet, the laminate floor rippled, not visibly, but in sensation—and when she took a reflexive step back, her heel didn’t land on smooth plastic. It landed on something uneven. Solid. Cold.

Cobbles.

She looked down. The floor was no longer her kitchen. It was rough-hewn stone, slick with soot and grime, and glowing faintly beneath the light of fire.

Lucy’s pulse thundered in her ears as the obscurity cleared. 

The cabinets were gone. The walls stretched, twisted, dissolved. The white tiles above her hob melted into charred timber, then into smoke.

Sound changed. It deepened. The sharp hiss of cooking oil became the roar of a distant blaze. Shouts emerged. Real ones, panicked and raw. Sounds bouncing off narrow alley walls. Colours flickered orange and gold, not from her overhead kitchen light, but from fire. Raging, alive, somewhere just beyond her line of sight.

It was like time itself seemed to hold its breath, and in the space between blinks, her kitchen ceased to exist.

She turned, and the world was on fire. It was like stepping into hell on Earth.

Panic began to creep in as she found herself standing in the middle of a street, surrounded by buildings that were crumbling and engulfed in flames. “What the fuck?” she breathed, disbelief washing over her. The sky was dark with smoke, and the cries of people boomed all around her. The sound was a cacophony of fear, anger, and desperation, and she felt the weight of it pressing down on her.

As she stumbled backward, trying to understand how she had gotten here, she caught sight of the buildings. Their architecture was old, completely different from the modernity of Brixton. Then it hit her, as she recognised the distinct shapes of the structures that her mother had described in her research. The intricately designed façades, the narrow streets—this was London, but not as she knew it. The realisation sent a chill through her. She was in the Great Fire of London.

The heat of the flames seemed to surround her, the sights and sounds swirled around her in a dizzying blur. People rushed past her, their faces streaked with soot, eyes wide with terror as they cried out for help. “Water! We need water!” someone shouted, desperation lacing their voice. Another voice joined in, “There are people trapped inside! We have to save them!”

Smoke began to gather in Lucy’s throat as she absorbed the horror unfolding around her. The air was thick with dense, dark smoke which was filled with the scent of burning wood and the unmistakable odour of destruction. She could hear the crackle of the fire and feel the heat radiating off the nearby buildings, overwhelming her senses. The ground shook as part of a structure collapsed nearby, sending debris flying through the air. Lucy felt the heat on her skin, more intense than anything she had ever experienced, and instinctively took another step back.

“Help! Someone, please!” A voice pierced through the chaos, and Lucy turned to see a woman desperately clawing at the charred remains of a structure, trying to reach a figure trapped beneath. The woman’s clothes were torn, and her hair was a wild mess, but her determination was palpable. The panic in her eyes mirrored Lucy’s own fear as she tried to process the nightmarish scene.

Lucy stumbled backward, the reality of her situation crashing down on her. This wasn’t just a story anymore; it was a nightmare. The cries for help, the fear in the air—it felt all too real, and yet, she was nothing more than a bystander in this horror. She tried to comprehend what was happening, but the urgency of the moment made it impossible.

Then, as if in slow motion, she saw the framework of a nearby building begin to creak and groan. The sound was ominous, a low rumble that sent shivers down her spine. Lucy’s instincts screamed at her to run, to escape this place of fire and despair, but her feet felt frozen to the ground. She was trapped in this moment, caught between the reality of her life and the history she had read about.

Before she could react, a section of the building gave way, crashing down toward her. Lucy’s heart raced as she realised the danger she was in, the heat rushing over her as she turned to flee. But the ground was uneven, and panic flooded her veins as the weight of the collapsing structure bore down on her. She had to move, had to escape, but the flames danced closer, and the cries of the trapped filled her ears.

A deafening crack split the air as wooden beams collapsed. Flaming debris rained down around her, hissing as they hit the cobblestones. She stumbled backward, arms shielding her head, her socks slipping on the uneven ground. The air was a choking cocktail of smoke, soot, and ash that seared her lungs and stung her eyes. She could barely see, her vision blurred by tears and the swirling haze of embers.

The sound of the collapsing structure was deafening, a groan of tortured wood and stone, a sound that promised death.

“Run, girl! Move!” a man shouted as he barrelled past her, his face streaked with soot, his shirt half-burned. Others screamed, their voices barely audible over the roar of the inferno. Lucy tried to obey, tried to move her legs, but the ground felt like it was tilting beneath her. Her body wouldn’t move, frozen by the impossibility of it all.

The fire consumed everything. Flames leapt from one building to another with voracious speed, the wooden facades igniting like dry kindling. Somewhere nearby, a woman’s voice rose in a keening wail, her words lost in the chaos. A cart overturned in the street, spilling barrels that burst into flames. People shoved and tripped over one another, desperate to escape the unrelenting tide of destruction.

Lucy’s ears caught the frantic cry of a child, and her head snapped toward the sound. A small boy was trapped beneath the cart, his terrified face smeared with dirt and tears. His mother clawed at the wreckage, her hands bloodied and trembling. Lucy’s heart lurched as she took a step forward. Her every instinct screaming at her to help.

But the fire didn’t wait. It surged toward them, a living, breathing thing that consumed all in its path. The mother looked up, her eyes locking onto Lucy’s for one agonizing moment. There was no hope in them, only raw, animal terror and the flicker of startled confusion, as if Lucy’s very presence didn’t make sense in this world.

Before Lucy could react, the roof above her gave another deep, splintering groan. She looked up, frozen, as burning beams twisted overhead, the building’s remains bending toward her like fingers curling into a fist. Her body finally obeyed, feet stumbling backward—but it was too late.

The heat punched into her like a wave. Not just hot—scalding, overwhelming, impossible. It clawed at her skin and dragged the air from her lungs. She tried to scream, but it came out as a gasp, swallowed by the roar of flame and collapsing wood.

Then something shifted. Not outside her, but around her.

The world once again became obscure 

She felt it before she saw it, the strange, weightless drop, like missing a step in the dark. The edges of her vision bled, colours smearing as if someone had dipped a brush in fire and dragged it across the world. Her surroundings lost shape. The burning beams above her stretched, blurred, melted. The alley walls bent like wax. It was as if reality itself had been soaked in water, and the lines were running.

The fire didn’t go out. It bled away—orange and gold dissolving into grey, the sound of chaos thinning, fading, echoing from somewhere impossibly far.

The ground beneath her feet turned cold. The hard cobblestones softened, smeared into nothing. When she blinked, the shapes reassembled—just not the same ones.

Smoke gave way to shadows. Shadows gave way to stillness.

The kitchen came back slowly, like something remembering itself.

The sting of synthetic smoke. The faint hum of the fridge. A low car horn from the street below. Her feet pressed flat to cool plastic tiles. The scorched towel was on the floor beside her. The hob was still on. It was like no time had passed at all.

Her chest rose and fell in sharp, panicked bursts.

She didn’t move.

She couldn’t.

What had just happened?

Where had she just been?

The smell of burning began to hit her. A very different type of burning. A sharp stench that caught her attention. Her hands scrabbled against counter tops she collapsed into. The hard surface cold and unyielding compared to the uneven cobblestones she’d just left behind.

She lifted her head, her body trembling, and saw the flames on her pan. The dish towel was still burning, its edges curling into blackened ash. She forced herself into the here and now, turning the hob off and placing a fire blanket over the pan. Steam hissed as the fire died, leaving behind only smoke and the acrid scent of charred fabric. She threw the towel in the sink and turned on the cold water. And collapsed to her knees.

For a moment, there was silence. Her chest heaved as she struggled to process what had just happened. Her entire body felt like it had been wrung out, her muscles weak and shaking.

The smell of the Great Fire lingered in her nose, layered with the sharper, more chemical scent of her ruined kitchen. It was thick with soot and ash, the unmistakable aroma of wood reduced to embers. She inhaled deeply, or tried to at least. The dense smoke still filled her throat, making it feel like a blockage.

Slowly, she looked down at herself. Her faded green sweater, already fraying at the cuffs, was smeared with soot. Black streaks ran along the fabric, and small flecks of ash clung to the fibres. Her black leggings, though intact, were coated with dust. She thought she had put white socks on today. Closer inspection showed that she had, they were just deeply darkened by soot and ash.

Her hands shook as she brought them up to her face. They were filthy, blackened with soot, and under her nails was the grime of a city burning. She ran a hand through her hair, but even that felt wrong, it was sticky with sweat. She gently rose to her feet and walked to the mirror in her hallway.

When she glanced at her reflection she saw streaks of soot smeared across her pale face. Her hazel eyes were wide and rimmed with red from the smoke.

She looked like she had walked through hell. And somehow came back with it still clinging to her.
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CHAPTER 2

The Stranger Who Knew My Name
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Lucy hadn’t slept much that night. Everything within her told her it wasn’t possible. She must have imagined it. Maybe it was some kind of psychosis. Her Google searches returned little of use. She battled every possible explanation she could think of—stress, hallucination, memory lapse but none of them answered the glaring, inescapable elephant in the room: the physical. She had been covered in soot. Her eyes were red. The smoke still faintly clung to her lungs. Her once-white socks were now blackened beyond saving, not even worth washing. It took three showers before she even began to feel like her hair wasn’t lined with ash.

This hadn’t been a dream. It hadn’t been some strange mental break. She had been there. She had come back with the evidence to prove it. Somehow, impossibly, she had slipped through time and landed hundreds of years ago, right in the middle of the Great Fire of London. And yet, no matter how many times she replayed it, she couldn’t explain how. Or why. She questioned her own sanity, but not completely—because madness didn’t leave you with smoke-scorched lungs and soot-stained skin.

That day had vanished in a haze of unanswered questions and ceiling-staring. She’d barely moved from the sofa. The tutor dating piece was a distant blur on her to-do list, and Natasha had been fobbed off with a vague something’s come up text. She’d replied, of course—something passive-aggressive and thoroughly Natasha. One Lucy had yet to open, let alone give the headspace to acknowledge.

Lucy’s eyes drifted around the room, searching for something—anything—that might stabilise her thoughts. Answer questions. Some sign. Some explanation. But all she found was the familiar family photo gathering dust on the shelf. She stood, brushed her thumb across the glass, then sank into her desk chair. As she looked down, it was like her parents smiled back at her from another lifetime. Her gaze lingered on her father. If he were here, he’d have known what to say. He always did. Somehow, he would’ve made sense of the impossible.

Her father, Edward, had always been a quiet presence. Calm, warm, and endlessly reassuring. He wasn’t loud or overbearing, but he had a way of making people feel at ease, like they were the only person in the room worth listening to. Lucy remembered how safe she felt in his orbit, how his voice could ground her with just a few words.

He was tall, with a lean, athletic build, often dressed in a crisp white shirt and worn-in jeans. His dark hair fell just above sharp blue eyes that carried both kindness and a flicker of mischief. There was something timeless about him. The soft stubble, the scuffed boots, the laugh that filled their Devon home like music. In the few photos Lucy still had, he looked every bit the adventurer, and in her memories, he was always kneeling down to her level, engaging her in stories and games like she was the centre of his world.

He travelled often for work, though she never fully understood what that work was. He told stories of faraway places, lighting up with each tale, and she believed every word. It gave her a hunger for discovery she still carried.

Then one day, he was gone.

He’d said he was leaving for work, just like any other time. Nothing seemed abnormal. But he never returned. Search parties combed the woods and fields around their home. Weeks passed. His car had been found parked just off the track from Stonehenge but there had been no further leads. No sign of him. No answers. The official story settled somewhere between accident and disappearance, but Lucy and her mother were left in limbo, clinging to fading traces of a man who had been the heart of their family.

What lingered most wasn’t grief—it was the not knowing. The silence. The unfinished goodbye. And over time, it changed Lucy and Evelyn’s relationship in ways neither of them could undo.

Lucy’s eyes drifted to her mother. Evelyn would’ve listened—really listened—but with a sharper edge than Edward ever had. She wouldn’t have dismissed Lucy’s story, just questioned it with that curious, focused energy she reserved for the unknowable. She’d have asked for details, not out of doubt, but fascination. What did it feel like? What did she see? For Evelyn, living through a time period would’ve been the ultimate gift, research in its purest form.

Not that she needed the help. Her peers often said her work read like she’d been there herself. Her descriptions so vivid, so immersive, it was as if she’d walked the streets and breathed the same air as the people she wrote about.

And with that, a small thought floated into the back of Lucy’s mind, fragile at first, like a bubble drifting through still water. But it grew, expanding with quiet urgency until it demanded her full attention. She sat up suddenly, heart thudding.

What if Evelyn had experienced something like this? What if her descriptions weren’t just vivid... but real? So intimate, so impossibly precise, because she hadn’t just studied history. She’d lived it. It sounded ridiculous—completely impossible. But then again, hadn’t Lucy just lived through a historical nightmare herself?

“No... Now you’re really losing the plot,” Lucy muttered to herself. But the thought didn’t leave. It lingered—loud, insistent, immovable. No matter how hard she tried to dismiss it, it held its ground. It demanded something from her. Action. Proof. Or at the very least... to be humoured.

Lucy had read plenty of Evelyn’s published work during university, and if she’d gone through something like this, surely someone—Lucy included—would’ve noticed. It wasn’t exactly the kind of detail you could bury in the footnotes. If Evelyn had experienced what Lucy had, she hadn’t written about it. Not directly. Not obviously.

But Lucy had access to more. And now that wild, intrusive thought was shifting, solidifying into something heavier. Something harder to ignore—a realisation she’d been avoiding for years. When Evelyn passed, Lucy had inherited all of her unpublished work. Boxes of notepads, loose documents, and miscellaneous components that had formed the backbone of her published triumphs. Somewhere in that chaos, Lucy knew, would be her mother’s notes on the Great Fire of London.

Lucy had dreaded going back there. The thought of facing those boxes—her mother’s life reduced to stacks of paper and dust-covered notepads—was overwhelming. When she’d first inherited them, she hadn’t had the space, in her home or her head, to deal with it. So, she’d rented a small self-storage unit in Purley, just to keep it all out of sight until she could figure out what to do with it. It became one of many quiet expenses nibbling at her already thin payslip.

She’d never filed it properly, just dumped everything in a hurry, barely sorted or labelled—and even now, she clung to the same excuse: she was grieving. It needed to be done quickly. It was understandable. Justified. But that didn’t make it any easier to go back.

But Lucy needed answers—even if this probably wasn’t where they’d be. Still, she had to satisfy the biting curiosity at the back of her mind. 

* * * 
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The next morning, the unit loomed just as it had the day before. Sealed, silent, and waiting. Small—no bigger than a single garage—and tucked at the far end of a dimly lit corridor, it looked exactly as she’d left it.

The door was made entirely of steel, painted a flat shade of blue that somehow made it look even more bland. The kind of colour that felt institutional. These doors had always reminded Lucy of the ones she’d seen in police stations on TV—impersonal and built to contain.

The only distinguishing feature was the black padlock she’d hastily bought when the storage company told her they didn’t supply one. She’d set a combination on the spot and walked away without making a note of it.

Her mind drew a blank. She tried her birthday: 1.5.9.7. No luck. Then Edward’s. Evelyn’s. Still nothing.

A sensible person would have written it down, she thought. But not Lucy. Of course not. 

On a whim, she tried 1.2.3.4.

Click.

She exhaled. “Genius,” she muttered. “Truly, a fortress of security.”

She pulled the door open, and a wave of stale air rolled out to meet her, thick with the smell of old paper, damp cardboard, and time left undisturbed. The overhead strip light flickered to life automatically, casting a pale glow over the chaos within.

The scale of it hit her instantly.

She’d known there was a lot. Dozens of boxes, stacked in haste, shoved in with the kind of urgency only grief could justify. But she hadn’t expected this.

Some boxes were still neatly sealed, but most weren’t. Sellotape had long since given up the fight, curling away at the edges or snapped entirely, leaving cardboard lids yawning open. Others were stacked in precarious towers, leaning dangerously to one side, threatening to topple if she so much as breathed too hard.

One pile looked like it had half-collapsed already, spilling loose notebooks and folded pages onto the floor in a fan of disorganised thought.

It wasn’t an archive. It was a graveyard.

Lucy let out a slow breath. “Fuck me. This is gonna take months.”

Lucy knew she could only take a small amount back with her. She didn’t have a car, and lugging boxes onto the train—mercifully, a short journey—wasn’t an option she had the energy for.

She lifted the lid on the nearest box, barely looking, already overwhelmed. Inside were loose papers and handwritten notes, most of them nearly illegible. With a sigh, she slid the box into the corridor to clear a space to work.

Then, some hope. Small, but unexpected.

Some of the boxes had been labelled in marker pen, scrawled in her own handwriting. It almost surprised her. Some past version of herself had made an effort. She assumed the unlabelled ones had been too dense, too chaotic to make sense of at a glance. The mess she couldn’t face then... and wasn’t quite ready for now.

She rummaged through the boxes, shifting piles and tugging at lids. A few collapsed as she moved them, but most held their shape... just about. Eventually, she spotted what she was looking for: a box labelled in thick black marker, The Great Fire of London.

She pulled it out from the Jenga tower she’d apparently constructed, wincing as the stack wobbled but didn’t fall, and carried it over to her makeshift workspace.

Inside were old illustrations, annotated printouts, and rough drafts of Evelyn’s article. All of it seemed depressingly, predictably normal. Research. Notes. Nothing magical. Nothing strange.

Lucy sighed. She’d known this was a fool’s errand. And it was beginning to feel like exactly that.

Until she saw the notepad at the bottom.

Her eyes were drawn to it instantly. Without hesitation, she reached in and pulled it free.

As Lucy opened the notepad, the looping handwriting was instantly familiar—her mother’s, without a doubt. Messy, fast, but unmistakably Evelyn.

The entries were rough, observational, as if scribbled down in a hurry. Descriptions of the fire. Patterns. Names. She skimmed through most of it, letting the words blur until a particular line caught her attention:


“Observed damage patterns inconsistent with recorded accounts. Fire spread too slowly. Confirmation needed at source (Pudding Lane).”



She frowned, reading it again.

Then another entry, written beneath it, just as casually:


“Spoke to a merchant at Hastings who claimed to have seen Harold’s fall firsthand. Accounts align, but eyewitness impossible after retreat. Nexus Activity here? Investigate further.”



It didn’t read like research. It read like experience. Like Evelyn hadn’t just studied the aftermath—she’d been there. Spoken to people. Seen things.

She read on.


“Should the Nexus interfere with the fire’s spread, huge risk of Quantum Time Collisions. Further observations required back at Pudding Lane.”



Lucy stared at the page.

“What’s a Nexus?” she whispered. “Or a Quantum Time Collision?”

Lucy had never heard her mother mention anything about a Nexus, or Quantum Time Collisions. It read like science fiction. Jargon that made no sense. She couldn’t make heads or tails of it.

But what it hinted at—with quiet, undeniable certainty—was that Evelyn had been there. Not just metaphorically. Not through dusty records or secondary sources.

She hadn’t studied it. She hadn’t imagined it. She’d witnessed it.

A voice in the back of Lucy’s mind—sharp, cynical—reminded her she might just be seeing what she wanted to see. Bending her mother’s notes to justify her own vivid hallucinations.

It wasn’t a bad theory. But she wasn’t ready to accept it.

The language Evelyn used was strange, unfamiliar. Terms she’d never shared. At least... not with Lucy.

If it was real, Lucy thought, Dad must’ve known.

She exhaled slowly, then muttered the old line she’d used to take the sting out of his absence, “he’s still out getting milk.” Crass. Automatic. Easier than admitting how much it still hurt.

Lucy glanced around the storage unit, notepad still in hand, as if another answer might be hiding in plain sight. She skimmed the tops of nearby boxes until one label caught her eye—Cathars. Notes from an old article Evelyn had co-authored with Dr Maureen Bellamy.

Evelyn had collaborated with dozens of historians over the years. Maybe she’d confided in one of them. Or maybe, just maybe—they’d noticed something odd themselves. Maybe Maureen had seen something—heard something—that hadn’t made it to print. Either way, it was worth following up. Most of them would be listed in the footnotes of her published work.

With a plan forming and the notepad clutched tight, Lucy nudged the box she’d left in the hallway back into the unit and pulled the door shut behind her.

She clicked the padlock back into place, fingers spinning the dial to 1-2-3-4.

She paused.

“...Right. That’s definitely secure,” she muttered, and turned away, already half-resigned to forgetting to change it... again.

* * * 
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By the time the afternoon arrived, Lucy had read the notepad two dozen times. She was no longer trying to convince herself—it felt real. Too detailed to be anything else.

She’d gone through the footnotes of Evelyn’s published work and compiled a small list of former colleagues she could try to contact. Now she sat on the floor against the sofa, laptop on her knees, Evelyn’s notepad beside her, and a growing mess of notes and coffee cups around her.

Her first lead, Dr. Bellamy was easy to find. A quick Google search brought up an old university profile complete with a still-active email address. Lucy blinked at it for a few seconds, unsure how to begin.

She couldn’t exactly open with “Hi, did my mum ever mention casually bending the laws of time?”

After muttering and writing a few terrible drafts, she settled on something that felt... almost sane.

⸻

Subject: Inquiry Regarding Evelyn Calder

Dear Dr. Bellamy,

My name is Lucy Calder, and I’m Evelyn Calder’s daughter. I’m currently researching some of my late mother’s work and came across the paper you co-authored with her on the Cathars. I was wondering if you might be willing to share any memories or insights you have from your time working with her.

I understand this is an unusual request, but your perspective would mean a great deal to me.

Many thanks,

Lucy Calder.

⸻

Lucy put an asterisk next to Bellamy’s name and moved on to the next.

Her second lead, Dr. Samuel Greene, was a younger academic who had worked briefly with Evelyn on a project about Tudor architecture. She managed to track down his phone number through his university directory and called, heart pounding as the dial tone buzzed in her ear.

“Hello?” A man’s voice answered. Crisp, slightly impatient.

“Hi, Dr. Greene, my name is Lucy Calder. I’m Evelyn Calder’s daughter.” She hesitated, then rushed on. “I was hoping you might be able to tell me about your time working with her.”

There was a pause. “Evelyn Calder,” he repeated, his tone softening. “Yes, I remember her. We worked together briefly on a project about Hampton Court Palace.”

“Yes, that’s the one,” Lucy said, a flicker of hope catching in her chest. “I’ve been going through some of her old research, and I was wondering if—”

“Miss Calder,” Samuel interrupted, his voice kind but firm. “I’m afraid I didn’t work with your mother long enough to be of much help. She was... remarkable, but also fiercely independent. Most of the time, she kept her own counsel.”

Lucy’s heart sank. “I understand. I just thought maybe you might have noticed something, or...”

He sighed. “I wish I could help, but I’m currently swamped with my own research and teaching responsibilities. I simply don’t have the bandwidth right now. I’m sorry.”

Lucy forced a polite smile, even though he couldn’t see it. “Thank you for your time, Dr. Greene.”

“Best of luck, Miss Calder,” he said before the line went dead.

Lucy lowered the phone slowly, staring at the screen like it might offer a different ending. There was something cold about Dr. Greene’s tone. Polite, yes, but distant. Dismissive. It caught her off guard.

He’d called Evelyn “remarkable,” but there was no warmth behind it. No fondness. Just a vague respect wrapped in formality. And it made Lucy wonder—had her mother kept everyone at arm’s length? Was it just her Evelyn had grown distant with... or was that simply who she’d become?

Before the thought could settle, her laptop chimed.

A new email. From Dr. Maureen Bellamy.

⸻

Subject: Re: Inquiry Regarding Evelyn Calder

Lucy,

While I am sorry for your loss, I cannot assist with personal inquiries regarding your mother’s work. I am currently occupied with other projects and have no further insights to offer.

Regards,

Dr. Maureen Bellamy

⸻

Another curt dismissal. No warmth. No curiosity. Just a firm no.

How many bridges had her mother burned in her final years? What had Evelyn done to drive these people so far away that even speaking about her was too much?

She picked up her pen and drew a sharp line through both Bellamy and Greene’s names on her ever-thinning list.

Next was a name that stood out for entirely different reasons. A historian Evelyn had mentored. He appeared often in her more recent work, described once as “relentless in his curiosity.” St. Michael Olabode.

It was clear he had been one of her favourite protégés. His name came up again and again.

That alone was enough for Lucy.

She found him through a historian networking platform. His profile showed a warm smile, neat braids, and a wall of accolades behind him. But what really jumped out was his specialism: Nazi Germany, particularly the years leading up to World War II. 

––––––––
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Lucy opened a new email window and began to type. Although, it wasn’t clear whether he was actually a saint. Lucy played her first line safe.

⸻

Subject: Inquiry Regarding Evelyn Calder

Good Afternoon,

My name is Lucy Calder, and I’m Evelyn Calder’s daughter. I’ve been revisiting my late mother’s work and noticed your name in connection with some of her projects. I would love the opportunity to discuss your experiences working with her, as your perspective would mean a great deal to me.

Warm regards,

Lucy Calder.

⸻

She moved on to the last name on her list.

Dr. Harold Trent had also been easy to find. An obituary tucked into the archives of a prestigious academic journal. The short notice outlined a distinguished career in Renaissance history, along with several collaborations with Evelyn.

Lucy stared at the grainy black-and-white photo that accompanied the article: a severe-looking man with wire-rimmed glasses, a furrowed brow, and the inscription: 1940–2024.

He’d died just seven months ago—taking whatever knowledge he had of Evelyn with him.

She lingered, falling into a wormhole of archived publications, accolades, and honorary titles. For a man who looked like he hadn’t smiled since 1973, he had left behind a remarkable legacy.

Then her laptop binged.

⸻

Subject: Re: Inquiry Regarding Evelyn Calder

Dear Lucy,

Thank you for reaching out. It would be an honour to meet you. Evelyn was not only a mentor but an inspiration, and I would be happy to share my experiences.

I’m based in Finchley, and my office address is included below. Would you be available tomorrow at 10 AM?

Yours,

Michael.

⸻

Lucy read the message twice, her pulse quickening.

She typed her reply:

⸻

Subject: Re: Inquiry Regarding Evelyn Calder

Dear Michael,

Thank you so much for your quick reply. Tomorrow at 10 AM works perfectly for me. I look forward to meeting you.

Best regards,

Lucy Calder

⸻

“Finally,” she thought—someone willing to talk to her.

Of course, that meant she’d have to explain the unexplainable and hope—pray—she’d be believed. She glanced at the notepad. Proof, of a kind. She briefly considered bringing the ruined socks too, but quickly dismissed the idea. Dirty socks proved nothing and absolutely no one wanted to be handed a pair of them as evidence.

Still, this felt like progress. Real progress.

But the silence from Evelyn’s colleagues lingered in her mind. Why had they been so quick to shut her down? So unwilling to even speak her mother’s name?

What had Evelyn Calder really been like to work with?

And what secrets had she taken with her into the past?

* * * 
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Lucy spent most of her Northern Line journey the next morning spiralling inside her own thoughts. Would St. Michael see her as a curiosity? Or hysterical? What would she say if he challenged her account of what happened two nights ago? Or worse, what if he dismissed her entirely?

Was she about to discredit the name of Evelyn Calder?

She kept her backpack firm on her lap, fingers clenched around the notepad hidden inside as if it could shield her from the rising tide of doubt.

After a fifteen-minute walk from Finchley Station, she found the building easily enough. An unassuming structure wedged between a dry cleaners and a barber shop. Its faded sign simply read Finchley Professional Offices, and the frosted windows gave no clue as to what lay inside.

Lucy hesitated at the door, nerves gnawing at her.

What if he thinks I’m ridiculous? What if this is all a waste of time?

She shook her head and squared her shoulders. You came this far.

She pressed the buzzer for the second floor, labelled S.M.O. Presumably for St. Michael Olabode.

Almost instantly, the main doors buzzed open with a mechanical click. Lucy inhaled deeply and stepped inside. Each flight of stairs seemed to weigh her feet down a little more.

When she reached the door at the top, she lifted her hand to knock on the door 

but it opened before she could touch it.

“Lucy Calder?”

The man who greeted her was tall and lean, most likely of African origin, with an almost boyish charm despite the slightly dishevelled state of his vintage—but thoughtfully composed—clothing. His hairline framed a warm, intelligent face, and his dark eyes seemed to take her in with a single, perceptive glance.

“Yes,” Lucy replied, her voice a touch more uncertain than she’d meant it to be.

Before she could offer her hand, St. Michael stepped forward and pulled her into a firm but gentle hug.

“I’m so sorry for your loss,” he said sincerely. “Your mother meant so much to me.”

Lucy froze, caught completely off guard. She hadn’t expected him to be so warm, nor the genuine emotion behind his words. It was like stepping into someone else’s grief.

After a moment, she awkwardly patted his back. “Thank you,” she murmured, her throat suddenly tight.

St. Michael stepped back, his expression kind. “Come in,” he said with a soft smile. “I’ve been really looking forward to meeting you.”

The office was surprisingly spacious, though every inch of it was used with meticulous intent. Shelves lined the walls, packed with books, binders, and archival boxes, each neatly labelled. Many of the titles dealt with early 20th-century Europe. Treatises on fascism, resistance movements, and thick volumes on the rise and fall of Nazi Germany. Several shelves were dedicated entirely to primary sources and annotated documents, their spines marked in both German and English. Near the back, a sturdy oak desk stood, its surface scattered with open books and notes written in a precise, looping script. The room smelled faintly of aged paper and freshly brewed coffee. An odd but comforting mix that made it feel more like a scholar’s sanctuary than an office.

But what caught Lucy’s attention most was the mural.

It dominated one wall. A sprawling collage of photographs, articles, and handwritten notes, all arranged around a large black-and-white photo of Evelyn.

Lucy gasped as she stepped closer. “You made this?”

St. Michael nodded, his expression soft. “Your mother was an extraordinary mentor and an even better person. This is my way of remembering her.”

At the centre of the display was Evelyn at her most commanding: dark hair swept back, eyes alight with determination, caught mid-gesture in what looked like a lecture or debate. Surrounding the image were clippings from her published works, snapshots of historical sites she’d studied, and fragments of her handwriting—familiar loops and flourishes scrawled across yellowing paper.

Lucy’s eyes scanned the wall, her fingers itching to reach out and touch the fragments of her mother’s life. Pieces of a woman she was still trying to understand. “I had no idea she meant so much to you,” she said quietly.

“She shaped my career,” St. Michael replied, his voice edged with emotion. “I wouldn’t be who I am today without her. She pushed me, challenged me... believed in me, even when I didn’t.”

Lucy swallowed hard, emotions churning in her chest. Pride, guilt, and loss tangled together until she could barely separate them.

“She would’ve been so proud of this,” she murmured.

St. Michael smiled gently. “She was proud of you too, you know.”

Lucy looked away, her throat tightening. “I’m not so sure about that.”

Trying to cut through the weight of the moment, she glanced at him with a crooked smile. “So... are you, like... an actual saint?“

St. Michael chuckled, the sound warm and genuine. “No, not quite. My parents named me after St. Michael the Archangel. It’s a name to aspire to, not live up to.”

Lucy grinned despite herself. “Still. It suits you.”

St. Michael smiled and looked down in acknowledgment. “Honestly, just call me Michael.”

“If you’re sure.” Lucy replied back.

“I’ll make us some coffee,” St. Michael said, nodding toward a small kitchenette in the corner. “Have a look around while I do.”

As St. Michael busied himself with the coffee machine, Lucy’s gaze drifted back to the mural. The emotions she’d been trying to keep down began to rise, uninvited and heavy.

Evelyn had been a giant in her field. Admired, respected and remembered. She’d left behind a legacy that felt impossibly vast. And Lucy? She couldn’t even bring herself to finish a piece on Tudor dating trends for online engagement.

She would’ve been so disappointed in me, Lucy thought bitterly.

The guilt she’d carried since Evelyn’s death flared up again, sharp and familiar, intertwining with the grief she still hadn’t fully faced.

St. Michael returned with two steaming mugs and set them down gently on the desk. He gestured for her to take a seat, then settled into his own chair across from her.

“So,” he said, his tone open and steady. “What brings you here?”

Lucy took a deep breath, steadying herself as she tried to find the words.

“It’s going to sound crazy,” Lucy began, her voice trembling. “But something happened to me. And I think it’s connected to my mum or at least, to something she experienced.”

She took another breath, then launched into the story, starting with the night in her kitchen. She described how she’d been reading Evelyn’s article about the Great Fire of London, how the words had drawn her in, until it felt like she was inside them. Then came the pan catching fire. Her mistake with the water. The panic.

“I remember reaching for the fire blanket,” she said, hands curling slightly in her lap. “But before I could put it out, everything changed. The air got heavy, like it was thickening around me... and then I wasn’t in my kitchen anymore.”

She spoke with growing urgency, painting the scene in sharp, vivid strokes: narrow cobblestone streets, the orange glow of flames devouring timber-framed buildings, smoke thick and choking in her lungs.

“There were people everywhere,” she said, eyes wide. “Screaming, running. Some were carrying children, others trying to haul furniture or crates. I heard someone crying for water. Someone else shouted that their family was trapped.”

Her voice faltered as she reached the worst of it. The collapsing building, the wave of heat that felt like it would consume her.

“I thought I was going to die,” she whispered. “And then... I was back. Just like that. In my kitchen. The fire was still on the stove, like nothing had changed. But everything else had.”

She swallowed. “I smelled like smoke. There was soot on my skin. On my socks. It was real.”

Lucy sat back, her hands trembling slightly. “I don’t know how it happened,” she said quietly, “but it did. And I think my mum might’ve known something about it. Some of the notes I’ve found—they’re vague, but it feels like she was writing from experience, not just research.”

She reached for her bag, fumbling with the zip. “I can show you. Her notes. They’re in here.”

St. Michael hadn’t spoken throughout her story. He’d listened—really listened—but with each sentence, a subtle tension had crept into his face. Not hostility, but the unmistakable edge of doubt.

Lucy pulled out the notepad and opened it to a familiar page. “Here. This is the part I’m talking about,” she said, holding it out to him and pointing to the line about Pudding Lane.

St. Michael took the notebook carefully, his brow furrowed as he read. His eyes flicked across the page in silence.

“She mentions a few other things too,” Lucy added. “Stuff I didn’t understand. Terms I’ve never heard before.”

When he finished, St. Michael closed the notepad gently and set it down on the desk. He exhaled through his nose, then rubbed a hand over his face before raising his eyebrows and shutting his eyes briefly.

“This... wasn’t exactly what I expected you to say,” he admitted, voice low, measured.

“Trust me, this wasn’t on my bingo card this year,” Lucy said, her voice dry as she tried to cut through the silence—and the disbelief settling between them. “I just want to know if Mum ever said anything. Described anything like that to you.”

St. Michael gave a quiet, rueful smile. “She could definitely transport you through time with her words, but... she never claimed the source was from actually being there.”

“But she did,” Lucy said, motioning toward the notepad, palm open.

“Not really,” St. Michael replied, cutting across her—gently, but firm. Lucy’s brow creased.

“These are rough notes, Lucy,” he continued, softening. “Written in a hurry, probably for a draft or early research. I do the same all the time—it doesn’t mean I’ve lived it.”

Lucy looked away, cheeks burning, her confidence slipping.

St. Michael leaned back, folding his arms as he studied her carefully. “I want to believe you, Lucy. I really do. But what you’re describing... it’s not just outside the realm of possibility. It’s beyond what most people would even entertain as plausible.” He paused. “You’re talking about time travel.”

“I said it would sound crazy. I know I sound crazy.” Lucy paused, her voice unsteady but firm. “But it happened.”

“I don’t think you’re crazy,” St. Michael said gently. “I really don’t. But Lucy... what you’re describing... its... it’s extraordinary. And I have to ask: are you absolutely certain? Could it have been a vivid hallucination? Stress can do strange things to us, especially when we’re grieving.”

That line. That line.

Lucy had heard it so many times over the years that it struck like a reflex. Her frustration flared.

“I’m not grieving,” she snapped. “And I’m not stressed.”

Her voice cut sharper than she intended, but she didn’t take it back. She was done with that excuse.

“You said you were reading one of Evelyn’s articles before this all happened?” St. Michael asked, trying to ease the moment.

“Yeah,” Lucy muttered, leaning back in her chair and dragging her fingers through her hair.

“Lucy, I’m not saying you are grieving or stressed,” he said, his tone steady, “but when we experience trauma, the brain sometimes latches onto things that offer meaning. Something that explains the chaos. Maybe—”

“No!” Lucy cut in, her voice rising. “Michael, this isn’t about grief or stress or trauma. I know what I saw. I know what I felt. I was there. In 1666. I smelled the smoke. I felt the heat. My lungs still haven’t caught up. I’m not here for sympathy. I’m looking for answers.”

She stood abruptly, turning away as she felt the tears beginning to rise. She didn’t want to cry, not here and not now. She didn’t want to look any more unhinged than she already sounded.

“Like I said,” St. Michael began gently, “I want to believe you, Lucy. I really do. But I just don’t think it’s possible. With the fire in your kitchen... I think maybe, just for a moment, your brain disassociated what you were reading from what was happening around you.”

Lucy looked away, jaw clenched, frustration bubbling just beneath the surface. Her eyes drifted past him, to the wall behind his desk.

There, in stark black and white, was a photograph of a massive stone arena. Grand columns loomed under swastika-draped banners, hundreds of faces turned upward in chilling uniformity. And at the centre, on a high podium, Adolf Hitler stood mid-speech. The title above the image read: The 6th Party Conference, Nuremberg, 1934.

“I just think,” St. Michael continued, “that maybe I’m not the right person to talk to about this. Have you spoken to your GP?”

That was it. Her composure cracked.

“I’m not asking you to believe it completely,” she said, her voice strained and shaking. “I just need someone—anyone—to try and help me understand what happened!” 

Her voice broke on the last word, and though she blinked rapidly, the tears spilled over anyway.

As Lucy stared at the images of the Nazi Congress, something shifted deep within her. A sensation stirred in her chest—faint at first, then spreading outward until it filled her completely, replacing the desperation to be believed with something else entirely.

St. Michael rose from his chair, brow furrowed. He glanced around the room, then froze. “Do you hear that?”

Lucy did more than hear it.

She felt it. 

A low hum vibrated through the air, not loud but impossible to ignore. The atmosphere grew dense, heavy with static, like the charged stillness before a lightning strike. And she was at the centre of it.

The sound intensified, wrapping around her like a rising tide. Her expression went blank, eyes wide, fear flickering beneath the surface. 

“Lucy?” St. Michael’s voice cut through the growing haze. He stepped forward slowly, watching her with sharp, uncertain eyes. “What’s going on?”

“I—” Her voice broke as the familiar sensation surged over her. The colours of the room began to blur, their edges softening, bleeding like watercolours in motion. Her limbs felt weightless, untethered from the floor.

St. Michael moved closer, now visibly alarmed. “Lucy, talk to me. What’s happening?”

“I think...” she whispered, her voice shaking, “...I think it’s happening again.”

The distortion intensified. The air rippled and bent, as if the room itself was being twisted around her. St. Michael stood frozen, eyes wide with shock as reality warped before him. His scepticism shattered in an instant. 

“Lucy—” St. Michael began, but before he could finish, she stumbled backward.

Instinctively, he reached out and grabbed her hand.
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