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The laboratory hummed with the electric tension of possibility. Dr. Adrian Caine stood before the temporal displacement chamber—a sleek capsule of brushed steel and quantum processors that had consumed the last seven years of his life. Tonight, he would become the first human to travel through time.

"Quantum field generators at optimal frequency," he murmured into his voice recorder, running through the final checklist. "Temporal coordinates locked: fourteen days, six hours, twelve minutes forward. Return sequence programmed for immediate activation upon arrival."

The chamber's interior glowed with a soft blue light, inviting and terrifying in equal measure. Adrian had run hundreds of simulations, sent countless objects forward and back through time. A coffee mug, a lab mouse, even a potted plant—all had returned exactly when and where they should. But this was different. This was him.

His reflection stared back from the chamber's polished surface: a man of forty-three with graying temples and eyes that held too many sleepless nights. Sarah always teased him about his "mad scientist" hair, the way it stuck up when he worked late. The thought of his wife sent a pang through his chest. She was at her sister Emma's tonight, having dinner and probably talking about how Adrian never left his lab anymore.

"I'll make it up to you," he whispered to the empty room. "Both of you."

He stepped into the chamber, feeling the cool metal beneath his feet. The control panel glowed green—all systems ready. Through the viewing port, he could see his cluttered laboratory: equations scrawled on whiteboards, empty coffee cups, and towers of research papers. In fourteen days, none of this would matter. He would be famous, wealthy, vindicated. Every colleague who had called his theories impossible would eat their words.

"Initiating temporal displacement in three... two... one..."

Adrian pressed the activation button.

Reality twisted.

The world became a kaleidoscope of light and sound, his consciousness stretched across dimensions he had no words for. Time flowed around him like liquid mercury, past and future blending into something that defied human comprehension. He felt himself scattered across moments, experiencing every second of the next two weeks simultaneously while somehow remaining whole.

Then, with a sensation like being turned inside out and back again, the world snapped into focus.

Adrian gasped, stumbling out of the chamber. The laboratory looked exactly the same—which was exactly what he'd expected. The beauty of his design was its precision. He could travel to any point in time and return to the exact moment he'd left, creating a perfect temporal loop with no paradoxes or disruptions.

But something felt wrong.

The silence was different. Heavier. The shadows seemed to fall at subtly wrong angles, and there was a smell in the air—metallic and sharp—that hadn't been there before. Adrian checked his instruments. The temporal field generators were powered down, just as they should be. The quantum processors showed normal readings. Everything was perfect.

Except for the time.

According to every clock in the laboratory, it was 11:47 PM. But that was impossible. He had activated the machine at 6:47 PM. He should have returned to that exact moment. Instead, five hours had somehow passed.

Five hours that he couldn't remember.

Five hours that shouldn't exist.

Adrian's hands trembled as he checked the readings again, desperate for an error, a glitch, anything that would explain the discrepancy. The temporal logs showed a perfect jump forward and back, no anomalies detected. But the clocks didn't lie.

His phone buzzed.

Seventeen missed calls from Sarah. Twenty-three from Emma. Dozens of text messages, starting worried and escalating to panic.

Adrian, where are you?

Please call me back

Something's wrong

Adrian, please, I need to know you're safe

The final message was a voicemail from Detective Maria Santos, a name he didn't recognize: "Dr. Caine, this is Detective Santos with the Metropolitan Police. I need you to call me immediately regarding your wife and sister-in-law. It's urgent."

Adrian's blood turned to ice. His phone slipped from numb fingers, clattering to the floor. Five hours. Five missing hours, and now Sarah needed him. Emma needed him.

He ran from the laboratory, his footsteps echoing in the empty university corridor. The parking garage was a maze of shadows and fluorescent lights, his car keys dancing away from his shaking hands. The drive home passed in a blur of streetlights and growing dread.

Two police cars sat in his driveway. Crime scene tape fluttered in the evening breeze like yellow party streamers celebrating something terrible. Through his living room window, Adrian could see figures moving—strangers in his house, touching his things, investigating his life.

Detective Santos met him at the front door. She was a small woman with intelligent eyes and the kind of tired expression that came from seeing too much of humanity's dark side.

"Dr. Caine? I'm Detective Santos. I'm very sorry for your loss."

The words hit him like physical blows. Loss. Your loss. Past tense. Final.

"What happened?" His voice came out as a whisper. "Where are Sarah and Emma?"

The detective's expression softened slightly. "Sir, I think you should sit down."

"Tell me what happened!" Adrian's voice cracked. "Where is my wife?"

Detective Santos guided him to his own front steps, the crime scene tape casting yellow shadows across his face. "At approximately 8:15 PM tonight, neighbors reported screams coming from your house. When officers arrived, they found your wife and her sister in the living room. I'm sorry, Dr. Caine. They're both gone."

Gone. Such a small word for something so enormous. Adrian felt the world tilt sideways, reality becoming as unstable as the quantum fields he manipulated in his lab.

"How?" The word scraped his throat raw.

"They were murdered, sir. Beaten to death with a blunt object, most likely a fireplace poker. We found it beside the bodies, covered in blood."

Adrian stared at his house—his home, his sanctuary, the place where he and Sarah had planned to grow old together. Now it was a crime scene, violated and contaminated by violence.

"Do you have any idea who might have done this?" Detective Santos asked gently. "Did your wife have any enemies? Anyone who might have wanted to hurt her?"

"No." Adrian shook his head, the motion making his vision swim. "Everyone loved Sarah. She was... she was the kindest person I knew. And Emma was just visiting. She's a kindergarten teacher, for God's sake. Who would want to hurt a kindergarten teacher?"

Detective Santos was quiet for a moment, studying his face with those sharp eyes. "Dr. Caine, I need to ask you some difficult questions. Where were you tonight between seven and eleven PM?"

"I was at my lab. Working. I'm always working." The familiar guilt twisted in his chest, but now it felt different. Sharper. If he hadn't been so obsessed with his research, if he'd been home...

"Is there anyone who can verify that?"

Adrian opened his mouth to say yes, then closed it. He had been at the lab, but not in any way he could explain. Not in any way that would make sense to a police detective investigating his wife's murder.

"I... no. I work alone. The building has security cameras, but..." But what? But he'd traveled through time and lost five hours? But he might not even show up on the footage because of temporal displacement?

"Dr. Caine?" Detective Santos leaned forward, her voice taking on a sharper edge. "You seem uncertain about your whereabouts tonight."

"I'm in shock," Adrian said, which was true enough. "My wife is dead. I can't think straight."

"I understand. But I need you to try. This is important."

Before Adrian could respond, another detective approached—a tall man with gray hair and suspicious eyes.

"Santos, we need to talk." The man glanced at Adrian. "Privately."

Detective Santos stood. "Dr. Caine, please don't leave town. We'll have more questions."

They walked far enough away that Adrian couldn't hear their conversation, but he could see their body language. The tension. The glances in his direction. The way the gray-haired detective kept pointing toward the house.

When Detective Santos returned, her demeanor had changed completely.

"Dr. Caine, I need you to come with me to the station."

"Why? Am I under arrest?"

"No, sir. But we'd like to ask you some questions, and I think you'd be more comfortable doing it there."

It wasn't really a request. Adrian knew that much from television, at least. He looked at his house one more time—at the yellow tape and the strangers cataloging his life—and followed Detective Santos to her car.

The police station was exactly what he'd expected: fluorescent lights, institutional green walls, and the smell of bad coffee and human misery. They put him in an interview room with a metal table and uncomfortable chairs, the kind of place designed to make people confess to things they might not have done.

Detective Santos sat across from him, a manila folder closed in front of her hands.

"Dr. Caine, before we begin, I want to remind you that you're not under arrest. You're free to leave at any time, and you can request an attorney if you want one."

"Do I need an attorney?"

"That's up to you. But I think it would be in your best interest to answer our questions honestly." She opened the folder, revealing crime scene photographs that made Adrian's stomach lurch. "Your wife and sister-in-law were killed sometime between 7:30 and 8:15 PM. The medical examiner will give us a more precise time of death, but that's our current window."

Adrian forced himself not to look at the photos. Sarah's face, slack and wrong. Emma's small form crumpled on his living room floor. The images burned themselves into his retinas anyway.

"Now, you said you were at your laboratory during that time. But here's what's interesting." Detective Santos pulled out another photograph—this one from a security camera. "This is from the university parking garage at 6:45 PM. Your car leaving."

Adrian stared at the grainy image. It was definitely his car, his license plate clearly visible. But how was that possible? He'd driven to the university at 3 PM and hadn't left until after the phone call about Sarah.

"And this," Detective Santos continued, "is from a traffic camera three blocks from your house. Same car, same plates, time stamp shows 7:52 PM."

The photograph showed his car turning onto his street. Adrian's mouth went dry.

"Dr. Caine, the evidence shows you left the university at 6:45 PM and were in your neighborhood at 7:52 PM, right in the middle of our time-of-death window. Are you sure you want to stick with your story about being at the lab all evening?"

"I don't understand." Adrian's voice sounded hollow, even to himself. "That's not... I didn't leave the lab."

"The cameras don't lie, Doctor. What they're telling us is that you drove home, killed your wife and her sister, then drove back to the university. The question is why."

"No." Adrian shook his head violently. "No, that's impossible. I loved Sarah. I would never hurt her, never hurt Emma. There has to be some mistake."

Detective Santos pulled out another photograph. This one showed a man walking up the front steps of Adrian's house. The timestamp read 7:54 PM. The image was grainy, taken from across the street, but the figure was clearly the right height and build.

"Is this you, Dr. Caine?"

Adrian stared at the photograph. The man was wearing clothes similar to what Adrian was wearing now—dark jeans and a gray pullover. The hair looked right, the general build matched. But the quality was too poor to make out facial features clearly.

"I... it could be anyone."

"But it's not anyone. It's someone driving your car, someone who looks like you, someone with access to your house. The front door wasn't forced, Dr. Caine. Whoever killed your wife had a key."

"Sarah must have let them in. She trusted people."

"At eight o'clock at night? While her sister was visiting? And why would she let in someone who looked exactly like her husband but wasn't her husband?"

Adrian felt the world spinning around him. Five hours. Five missing hours that he couldn't account for, couldn't remember. Hours during which someone who looked like him, drove his car, and had access to his house had murdered the two people he loved most in the world.

"I want to call a lawyer," he said quietly.

Detective Santos nodded and closed the folder. "That's your right. But Dr. Caine? Running won't help. We've got evidence, witnesses, forensics. If you're innocent, your best chance is to help us figure out what really happened."

They gave him a phone and a small room to make his call. Adrian dialed the only criminal attorney he knew—Marcus Webb, a college friend who'd defended wealthy people from white-collar crimes. Marcus listened to Adrian's stammered explanation with professional calm.

"Don't say another word to them," Marcus said. "I'll be there in thirty minutes. And Adrian? This is bad. Really bad. We need to talk about what you're not telling me."

While he waited, Adrian sat in the holding room and tried to make sense of what was happening. The security cameras showed his car leaving the university at 6:45 PM, but he remembered activating the time machine at 6:47 PM. A two-minute discrepancy that meant nothing to the police but everything to him.

What if the temporal displacement had somehow created a split? What if there were two versions of him now, one who had traveled through time and one who had remained behind? What if the version that stayed had done the unthinkable?

But that was impossible. His understanding of quantum mechanics didn't allow for that kind of duplication. Consciousness couldn't be split across timelines. Could it?

Marcus arrived looking like he'd rather be anywhere else. He was a small man with expensive suits and nervous energy, the kind of lawyer who specialized in embezzlement cases and tax fraud, not murder.

"Adrian, what the hell have you gotten yourself into?" he whispered as they sat in the consultation room. "They're talking about double homicide. Your wife and her sister. Jesus Christ."
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