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Joel Lennox was a fearless day trader. His reckless streak of gambling was backed by generational wealth. Trading was a low-stakes game with consequences borne by people without trust funds. He had been born in a Manhattan penthouse and had never faced a problem money couldn’t solve. For over forty years, he navigated black swan events, corporate takeovers, and global conflicts. He always landed on his feet.

His first major windfall came in 2008, when he liquidated his entire portfolio the night before the market imploded. A drunken CFO had confided in him at a Hamptons mixer, “The bill is due, and the bank is broke.” He’d left the event early, sold every stock he owned by midnight, and slept like a stone. When the dust settled, he bought everything back at fire-sale prices. He became a legend at his club.

But all the money in the world couldn’t save his wife, Megan. She was a pediatric surgeon who loved her career and earned every cent she made. She was so far removed from his world. She tried to drag him to culture when she could and her tango classes every Tuesday. 

He made a bad call. A catastrophic mistake that ruined his life. If she had just taken the surface streets instead of the highway that day, she could have avoided the semi that crushed her. He’d replayed that conversation in his head for years. He was the one who encouraged her to take the expressway, “It’s so much faster and a hell of a lot less stressful,” he said confidently. This was a decision that haunted him every minute of every day. As a widower, Joel had everything and nothing. His fortune remained, but the only thing that truly mattered was gone.

They called him Subject 32.

The neural implant surgery was successful, and he found himself reclining in the Jump Chair. Streams of data ran across the super-definition screens mounted around the room. A technician was busy monitoring his heart rate and scanning his neural functions. The chamber had a vaulted ceiling, and the air was charged with electricity. He could smell faint traces of ozone and burnt copper. The sunburst halo behind his head was the key to the entire operation—it was known as the Temporal Driver. It reminded Joel of the iron maiden exhibit Megan had pushed him to see at the Museum of Misery.

“Now, that is what I call tough love,” she had joked. Her gallows humor was always spot-on.

Joel shifted uncomfortably in the cold, metal reclining chair. The headrest was stiff, and the cap on his head was strapped down so tightly it pinched his scalp. All the technician cared about was the monitor data scrolling on his screens. He tried to relax, letting his eyes scan the contents of the chamber. The walls were lined with shiny metallic panels, reflective and sterile, giving the space a hollow, unfinished look. A thick cluster of bundled wires snaked across the ceiling and walls, converging into massive power banks at the far end of the room. He wondered why it was so cold in the room. It felt like a meat locker in there. His breath fogged slightly in the frigid air. He suspected that it had something to do with chilling the quantum banks used to vector the temporal maps.

He had paid a fortune to buy into this project. He wondered where all the money had gone. Everything in the chamber looked slapped together by engineers with no concept of aesthetics. There was no symmetry, no design logic—just raw machinery bolted wherever it fit. Monitors were mounted at odd angles. Some were flickering, others showed raw code. One of them displayed his vitals—heart rate, pulse variability, neural oscillations—but the data went by too fast to read. He didn't understand what any of it meant, but the techs seemed content. Their calm expressions and lack of alarm gave him some confidence, even if he felt more like a lab rat than a client.

His mind raced with excitement as a technician ran through system protocols, making fine adjustments.

Joel had first heard about ReLive from his attorney, Max. The pitch was simple: a breakthrough technology that could change the world. Max had slid the brochure across his mahogany desk, its edges lined with gold foil.

“What’s this crap? Looks like a goddamn wedding invitation,” Joel had grunted.

Joel dismissed the concept at first—tech startups reeked of hype and snake oil. But Max was relentless. He said a handful of his top clients had already invested. That got Joel’s attention. Max didn’t chase trends, and he never begged clients to buy in. His excitement about the ReLive project was infectious.

Skeptical but intrigued, Joel asked to see the proposal. Over the weekend, he read every word. It sounded like science fiction from the golden age. A chance to relive key moments of your life? Go back and see your wife again? Impossible. He’d flung the document across the room, where it skidded under Megan’s grand piano. But at dawn, he found himself on his knees, retrieving it. Buried somewhere deep beneath the techno-jargon was a seed of brilliance. Simplicity itself. Either way, Joel needed to know more. He insisted on meeting the neuroscientists, touring the facility, and tearing the science apart firsthand.

When he called Max to say he was interested, his voice was calm—but inside, the adrenaline surged. The same rush as shorting Lehman Brothers.

That was six months ago.

Now, in the chair, he finally felt something he hadn’t in years: fear. Not the calculated thrill of market risk, but real fear. Raw. Primal. The kind that crept beneath your skin and settled behind your ribs. Having an experimental chip drilled into his brain was one thing. But what scared him most wasn't failure was success.

If this worked—if he really saw her again—how would he ever let go? How could he say goodbye a second time? Would he spiral? Would he be addicted to memory like a junkie chasing a ghost? He wasn't sure. But he knew this: part of him had already died with her. This was the only way he could feel close to alive again. It was the biggest risk he’d ever taken, and it made him feel human again. Not rich or powerful, just alive. 

In minutes, he would see Megan again. Alive. In the flesh, her warm smile and the laugh line around her eyes. But his thoughts raced faster than the countdown timer.

Joel’s heart climbed into his throat as the chair vibrated softly beneath him. The system was clearly powering up. His palms were sweating, and his mouth was dry. The technician gave a thumbs-up to someone behind a glass partition, and Joel suddenly became aware of the fact that he was being recorded. Tiny dome-shaped cameras were mounted in each corner. He hadn’t noticed them before, but now they seemed to be watching his every move. A feed was probably being archived. It struck him that if something went wrong, his death would be captured from multiple angles and neatly catalogued.

The machine roared to life.

“Ready to see your wife again?” the technician shouted over the din.

Joel grinned with excitement. “More than anything.”

“Three... two... one.”

The tungsten rods overhead glowed with energy, gathering into a focused beam of intense electromagnetic plasma. The surge hit him like a bolt of pure lightning. Every nerve in his brain screamed. Joel arched back against the restraints as the world exploded into white light. For a heartbeat, he smelled jasmine—her perfume, clinging to a scarf he still kept locked in his safe.

Then darkness.

Then motion—tumbling, spinning, accelerating through a vortex of memory and light.

And then the gateway opened.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter 2

[image: ]




It had been a brutal week for Priscilla.

The new AI auditing software had missed a decimal point in Medvid’s accounts, which triggered nearly a million dollars in phantom overages. And now Priscilla was on the hook. She’d burned through every billable hour her team had, and if she didn’t deliver the corrected documents by week’s end, her job was gone. Two hours before the deadline, her virtual assistant finally flagged the glitch—but only after she’d brute-forced a manual search. She corrected the numbers, hit “send,” and bolted just in time to pick up Jacob from school.

But today was different.

Saturday was her one true day off, and she’d let herself sleep in until 9:30. She might’ve gone until noon if Jacob hadn’t burst into her room, dancing across the mattress in his underwear. His laughter was like sunlight breaking through storm clouds—pure joy. It recharged her soul. It was a simple reminder to her that there was still one thing she hadn’t failed at—being a mother. Her son was safe, healthy, and happy in their small house, surrounded by love and stability. The week’s tension had given her a headache that had just started to ease, and for once, she wasn’t thinking about deadlines, client complaints, meetings, or billing codes. She cheered him on, clapping from beneath the covers. When his impromptu performance ended, he begged for blueberry waffles—his favorite. Sunlight poured through the kitchen window, haloing his golden curls. Watching him there, she saw him not just as he was, but as he might be someday—a teenager, a man, still smiling that same trademark smile.

Jacob scampered off to tend to his “top-secret project,” and Priscilla retreated to her yoga mat. At forty-one, the stress had taken its toll—wrinkles, knots in her shoulders, insomnia—but yoga helped. She leaned back on her wheel, letting the tension slide out of her spine with each breath. She felt... good. Hopeful. 

Her breathing was in rhythm with her heartbeat. The constant soreness in her side had finally eased. She closed her eyes and visualized her day: a quick stop at the Farmer’s Market to get fresh basil, and definitely some peaches if they were in season. She might even grab flowers for the kitchen. Later, she’d walk Jacob to his playdate at Kelsey’s house down the street. She’d even thought about making a real dinner from scratch—for the first time in a long time. This quiet moment was precious. She felt like herself again, not a stressed-out maniac constantly on edge and ready to explode.

The sharp tug on her wrist shattered her calm.

“JACOB—PROXIMITY ALERT,” hissed her wearable. Her heart spiked. She bolted upright, kicked off the wheel, yanked on her slippers, and sprinted to his room. Disheveled blankets, empty. She pinged his watch—no answer. Panic surged. She flew through the kitchen—still nothing. Finally, she burst out the back door.

And there he was. In the herb garden. Crouched beside a freshly dug hole.

“Jacob!” she gasped. Relief and fear collided in her chest like a car crash. He looked up with a sweet, oblivious smile. His tracker was tossed off to the side and half buried in a pile of dirt.

“You scared me to death!” she snapped, rushing to him and scooping him into her arms.

“I don’t like wearing it—it’s itchy,” he said, sheepish.

She looked down at the crater in her herb patch. “What are you doing to my garden?”

“It’s a time capsule,” he beamed. “Like in the book. Future people will dig it up and learn about us.”

Her heart clenched. He was so earnest. “That’s so cool,” she murmured. “Show me what you’ve got.”

He popped open the metal box she'd once bought to hold old family photos. Inside: a hand-drawn comic titled “The Adventures of Boulder Boy,” thumb drives labeled “JACOB’S MEDIA,” printed photographs, candy wrappers sealed in a Ziploc bag, and Mister Bunko, his beloved, battered pink bunny.

“Whoa, you’ve been busy,” she said, laughing through sudden tears.

“It was easy,” he said proudly.

“May I?” He nodded. She gently lifted the comic and flipped through pages. A bullied kid turned superhero after a science experiment. She remembered defending him from bullies at school—one of her proudest moments as a mom. “Early work from world-famous graphic artist Jacob Stevenson,” she teased. “Whoever finds this is going to be rich.”

He rolled his eyes, flashing his trademark grin.

She moved to a thumb drive. “All my favorite games, media clips, my playlist, and geotags of our favorite hangouts,” he explained.

Then the photos—snapshots of time: birthday candles, holidays with her mom, his first steps. Her chest tightened. His tiny hands in hers. Dan—Jacob’s father—appeared in a few. She swallowed the rising lump in her throat.

“What’s wrong, Mom?” he asked.

“Nothing... it’s just beautiful,” she managed.

“We don’t need him,” Jacob whispered, trying to comfort her.

She smiled through tears. “You’re the only man I want in my life.”

“I’m not a man,” he said seriously.

She kissed his forehead.

She reached for the bag of candy wrappers. “What’s this?”

“Wrappers from all my favorite candy bars.”

Her smile wavered. “You ate all this?”

“Yup.”

She shook her head, holding back her giggles. His sweet tooth was legendary, and his stomach had a hole in it when it came to anything sweet. Halloween candy vanished within days. She’d lectured him more than once about sugar, but she was weak when it came to his happiness, especially when he flashed that mischievous grin she could never resist.

She set it aside and picked up a scroll tied with red ribbon. “That’s my message to the future,” he said. He untied the ribbon and unrolled it with pride.

“Wait—let me capture this,” she said, tapping her wearable twice. A soft glow lit up her wrist. She gave him a thumbs-up.

He read:

“Hello, it’s me, Jacob, a kid from the past! This capsule is supposed to give you a look at the world I lived in. I hope the stuff I put in here helps you know me better. Your friend from the past, Jacob Stevenson.”

“Hold it next to your face,” she instructed. He struck a goofy pose. She took a few holographic stills.

Then everything changed.

Priscilla felt a change in the air pressure, as if she were seated on a plane that was taking off. The shift was sudden—her ears popped slightly, and the hairs on her arms stood up. Something felt seriously wrong. The clouds overhead shifted in an unnatural way, everything turning gray and darker.

Her heart began to pound in her chest when she heard a low, grinding groan, like massive, misaligned machinery straining against itself. As she scanned the sky, she saw a massive black vortex materialize overhead. It was huge—at least the size of a city block. It swirled with energy that pulled light inward instead of radiating it. It irised open releasing a powerful magnetic energy. Jagged tendrils of shadow reached out in every direction like searching fingers, distorting the clouds and warping the light. The temperature dropped sharply, and the scent of ozone and decay filled the air. It was something else—something not from this world—pushing through.

Priscilla knew she had only seconds to react.

“Jacob—inside! Now!” Her voice cracked with panic.

“Mom, what is that?” he whimpered.

She lunged to grab him—but she was way too slow.

A plasma bolt streaked across the sky, stabbing her son in the chest. Jacob’s small body lit up—electric blue veins flaring under his skin—and then—

He was gone.

One blink, and he was gone.

She reached out into nothing. Empty air.

“Jacob!” she screamed. She staggered forward.

The anomaly was long gone, taking her precious son with it.

She collapsed onto the ground, sobbing.

The sunlight was gone. Her garden felt empty and hollow. The tools were still there. The time capsule. The torn-up herbs. But the only thing that mattered was gone.

The air was too still.
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The world was in a free-fall panic. Every cultural anchor had snapped loose. Nothing made sense anymore. There was no precedent, no playbook for a disaster of this magnitude. The people hardest hit were the few Evangelicals, certain that the rapture had finally come to cleanse the Earth. They wondered when the next wave of raptures would take them away.

In a matter of seconds, over a hundred thousand people vanished—erased from existence without warning or trace. The press dubbed it “The Culling Incident,” or simply “The Culling,” and the name stuck.

The government’s response was sluggish and tone-deaf, making the crisis worse. The White House issued a generic statement trying to assure the public that this was not a foreign attack or an act of terrorism. The President delivered a televised State of the Union address from his bunker. He acknowledged the tragedy and promised accountability. He outlined protective measures—including nationwide biometric ID checks, expanded surveillance of potential anomalies, and rapid-deployment containment teams for future incidents—but his flaccid assurances did little to calm the public's terror.

April 19th was declared a National Day of Mourning. This act only generated outrage, especially among people still clinging to hope. Meanwhile, insurance companies dragged their feet, dreading the payout obligations ahead, amplifying the survivors' pain.

Another anomaly hit one month later. The Second Culling Event claimed twice as many lives as the first and sucked away all hope of a return for those taken.

Tim Sorensen found himself sitting in the opulent, high-rise offices of Signal Enterprises. He and his assistant faced down eight of the city's most expensive attorneys. Signal had stonewalled him for weeks. They threatened endless lawsuits and dragged-out negotiations. They brushed off his hard forensic evidence as “unsubstantiated theatrics.” Tim could only laugh at their desperation. He held a bomb in his briefcase, and it would tear this building to the ground the moment it went public. The painful truth was one click away.

“So, I guess we’re at another impasse,” Anne Devol, the lead counsel, said. “Let your department head know that we argued in good faith.”

Her team chuckled, flipping through folders as though the outcome had already been decided.

Tim leaned back in his chair, feigning resignation. “It’s a shame that no witnesses have come forward. A witness who wasn’t afraid of repercussions. One who couldn’t help telling the truth.”

He let the silence linger. Then he calmly unzipped his briefcase. Instead of producing more documents, he pulled out a small piece of tech. He placed the small Ombudsman module on the table. It was the device that was designed to ensure ethical compliance and record unbiased oversight during classified negotiations.

“Ever seen one of these?” he asked. “After one too many internal squabbles, your board mandated that every executive decision be logged and monitored by this little guy. Funny how your HR forgot to mention it during discovery.”

The room fell dead silent.

Devol’s expression soured. “Really, Mr. Sorensen? This is a new low. If you think you can intimidate us...”

Tim thumbed a hidden switch, and the module powered up. It projected a holographic display complete with timestamps, encrypted voice logs, and digital approvals. He scrolled to a file labeled K. Murphy 0034. The module emitted a clear voice recording:

“Scrub the audit trails. A class action will be cheaper than the system-wide retrofit.”

It was unmistakably the voice of Ken Murphy—Signal’s CEO.

Voss scoffed. “There’s no way to confirm authenticity.”

“It was authenticated by three independent forensic vocal analysts yesterday,” Tim said smoothly, sliding an access code across the table. “Copies are already in route to the SEC, The Times, and the EPA. I guess it’s your turn to be buried in paperwork.”

Devol straightened her blazer and forced a polite smile.

“What do you want?” she asked, voice tight.

Tim smiled.

At 2:29 p.m., Signal’s legal team had already amended a draft with his requested changes.

Tim left the building, and his phone pinged. A message from an unlisted number appeared on the screen:

Unknown: UVN is hosting a Culling debate with Alton Strattford this Thursday. Care to counter him live at 3 PM? #TheCulling. Your move.

He responded with a thumbs-up and slid the phone back into his pocket, grinning.

Tim quickly made his way to a remote broadcast studio he had used once before. He was escorted to an open booth. He mentally ran through his arguments, focusing on how to inflict the most damage while still maintaining his composure. The projection grid powered up. He felt like a convenience store burrito—overheated and under pressure. Three-dimensional cameras orbited around him, capturing his likeness for millions of viewers.

This wasn’t his first remote broadcast. He preferred this kind of debate in person, but he knew Strattford’s handlers would never agree to that arrangement.

The stage manager’s voice hissed in his earpiece, “And we are live in five... four...”

He had dreamed of this opportunity ever since he heard the name Alton Strattford. He had finally got to them—made enough noise that they were forced to address the situation directly.

This was it. The world would finally see Strattford for what he truly was.

Three... two...

The feed went live.

A spotlight cut through the black void. The host emerged, looking directly into the camera. She was self-assured, professional, and dressed in the latest newscast couture. She read from the prompter with a slight Australian accent:

“It’s been over six months since the event now known as The Culling—a fateful day when nearly 100,000 people vanished without a trace. No warning. No pattern. No explanation. Gone in an instant.”

Tim felt rage well up in his stomach as the screens behind them flickered to life—images of abandoned homes, candlelit vigils, and a child’s empty chair. This wasn’t just data or theory. These were lives. This was real.

Tim’s hologram appeared in the void next to Alton Strattford’s avatar. Strattford’s avatar was bright, and his stare was intense; Tim’s own feed was dim and slightly pixelated. Would people notice—or care?

“Joining us tonight, in his first public appearance in years, is trillionaire biotech entrepreneur Dr. Alton Strattford, and public advocate and physicist Dr. Tim Sorensen. Dr. Strattford, let’s start with you. What’s your take on all of this?”

Alton smiled, ready with his polished defense.

“Well, it’s certainly a puzzling incident—and it raises many questions,” he began. “I’m hearing tall tales of divinity and pseudo-science. But what about actual science? What if we merge evolutionary theory with quantum mechanics? We might be approaching the next step in human evolution, some kind of artificial selection. The truth is, not everyone may be fit for what comes next. Their disappearance may be... necessary for progress.”

Tim sneered. It was such a cold dismissal of human loss. Alton seemed blind to what the world had suffered.

“Dr. Sorensen?” the host prompted.

Tim dove right in. “This is exactly the answer I expected from someone like Dr. Strattford. This isn’t evolution, it’s a crisis. We’ve got radiation spikes in every affected zone. Environmentalists are sounding alarms. This isn’t a leap forward. This is a reckoning—for our carelessness. For everything we’ve done to this planet.”

Alton’s expression didn’t change. His hologram, like the man himself, showed no emotion.

The host jumped in to stir up the debate. “Dr. Sorensen, you raise a strong point. Researchers just released data on a new radiation variant they’re calling TVA...”

“Temporal Vortex Anomaly radiation, exactly!” Alton interrupted, suddenly animated. “This is what I’m talking about—something once thought mathematically impossible! TVA isn’t something to fear, it’s something to embrace. We can finally use it.”

Tim’s pulse surged.

“You mean you can use it,” he snapped. “We don’t even understand what it is yet. And it’s getting worse. This isn’t about progress, it’s about survival. And if we don’t get ahead of it, we’re done. All of us.”

The lights in the studio dimmed. Alton opened his mouth to respond—

And the feed cut to black. Silence.

Tim staggered back. The projection feed had been cut, making the avatars fizzle away. His earpiece went silent. They’ve shut us down. Of course they did.

Outside the booth, technicians scrambled to recover the broadcast. Tim stared at the dead screens. The message was sent, and the damage was done.
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Priscilla woke with a throbbing headache. Sunlight poured through the blinds, delivering its daily dose of grief. Her eyes ached, and her mouth felt like she had been sucking on course-grade sandpaper. She’d spent the last six months sleeping in Jacob’s single bed, working at his tiny desk with only Mr. Bunko for company. The pillow still smelled faintly of his sweat. She couldn’t bring herself to sleep in her own room. It felt too big, too empty without him. His memory was perfectly preserved in every inch of the room. Half-built LEGO towers, dried-out markers, crumpled homework sheets, a cereal bowl crusted with hardened milk, and a smashed juice carton were spread all over the floor. His size-seven sneakers were still by the door. His aviator jacket hung over the chair like he’d just taken it off. The mess used to drive her crazy. Now it was the Museum of Jacob, and she was the curator. She believed with every fiber of her being that he’d come back.

Depression and poor nutrition had drained her of energy. She’d taken sick leave from work and had become a ghost of herself, fluctuating between numbness and an electric rage. The phone was switched to silent mode. She no longer bothered to reply to friends or coworkers. She barely bothered to shower anymore. She never felt like eating. And when she happened to sleep, her dreams were haunted by fragments of Jacob’s face or the sound of his laugh.

She’d had enough of the runarounds. Today, she was getting answers.

She strapped on her holo-watch and dialed the first number on the scrawled list next to Jacob’s bed—a list of responsible parties. She had scoured the internet, prompted AI, and spent too many late nights on angry forum threads. She had bookmarked conspiracy boards, government whistleblower leaks, and livestreams from grieving parents just like her. She was armed and ready to cause some damage.

First up, FEMA Disaster Assistance. The number rang several times before an automated voice answered: “All agents are currently assisting other callers. Estimated wait time: four hours.”

She held on for two before the line was cut off.

Next on her list was the Mayor’s Office. The receptionist who was fielding calls was a useless bitch: “Ma’am, we’ve already explained—the Culling is federal jurisdiction. Try the hotline.”

She moved on to the FBI Office of Missing Persons. The agent who finally picked up was a typical bureaucrat.

“Without evidence of foul play, we can’t escalate. Have you considered grief counseling?”

“Have you considered getting stuffed?” she thought, clenching her jaw. No one cared. They just wanted her to go away. She proceeded to a newly created line: The National Culling Response Taskforce. She was instantly shuffled to an auto-response.

“Due to high demand, we cannot take your inquiry at this time. Please visit our website—”

She could hear the newscast droning on in the background: “Authorities urge calm... no credible leads...”

Priscilla barely heard it. She paced the living room floor, screaming into her watch.

Laid out on the table before her were items from Jacob’s time capsule, printed articles on ‘temporal anomalies,’ radiation myths,’ and frantically scribbled notes. Everything she could get her hands on—from physics journals to discredited YouTube theorists—was spread across the table. She’d even printed out blurry screenshots from amateur drone footage taken during the event. There had to be some clue that the authorities had missed. She finally got through to another government department.

“I don’t accept that. What aren’t you telling me? People don’t just disappear. Why is this happening?”

A weary Task Force rep read her lines: “We’re coordinating with federal partners to ensure transparency. Please submit inquiries via our online portal—”

Priscilla’s scream cut her off.

“I’ve submitted! I’ve called! I’ve begged! He’s not a case number. He’s a seven-year-old boy!”

The social worker continued, “Ms. Stevenson, we understand this is difficult. But without new evidence, our protocol prohibits further—”

Priscilla screamed into her wearable.

“Somebody there knows something! Put them on! Do not hang—”

The line died.

The TV’s b-roll showed emergency vehicles, candlelit vigils.

“Weeks turn to months with still no answers...”

Priscilla sank onto the couch. Jacob’s time capsule lay splayed open on the coffee table: the comic book, the itchy wrist tracker, Mr. Bunko with one missing eye. A worn ticket stub from a zoo visit stuck between the pages of a graphic novel. The Ziploc bag with candy wrappers was spilling out on the floor.
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She has four hours to change the future.
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