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April 14, 1865

Washington D.C. — 10:12 p.m.

The velvet hush of Ford’s Theatre was shattered not by gunfire, but by silence so taut it might have snapped time itself.

In the President’s box, Abraham Lincoln sat unnaturally still, his tall frame oddly slack against the worn red upholstery. His head tilted ever so slightly to the left, as if in contemplation or prayer. But there was no benediction in this moment. No curtain call. Only the charged pause before history itself held its breath.

Behind him, the figure lowered the Derringer pistol.

But not John Wilkes Booth.

A man, older, leaner, with a scholar’s posture and the eyes of someone who had seen empires rise and fall eyes burning with purpose, not vengeance.

His hand trembled. Not from fear, but memory.

A memory of watching this moment, again and again, through glass. Through wires. Through the soft, ticking lens of a device that had no right to exist.

His name was Julian Hall. And this was the third time he had stood behind Abraham Lincoln, with the power to change everything.

Two Weeks Earlier — 2027

Brooklyn, New York

Julian hadn’t slept properly in weeks. Since returning from Dallas — from that day in 1963 — he found himself walking the tightrope between awe and madness.

The device, what he once called the watch, now lay disassembled across his kitchen table. Gears of impossible precision. Metals that defied metallurgical timelines. And something else — something embedded in the casing that seemed to shimmer when no light touched it.

He hadn’t expected to use it again. After Kennedy. After the ripple. He’d sworn to archive it, seal it away like nuclear codes. Let history breathe again without his fingerprints.

But the letter had changed that.

Delivered with no return address, no fingerprint trace, and yet postmarked April 9, 1865.

Inside, one line in looping penmanship:

"You misunderstood the cost of mercy."

— E.L.

Eliza.

The Watchmaker.

The enigma who had crafted the timepiece and the warnings. The one who had taught him that time was not a string but a sea. That every stone thrown had waves — waves that crashed on shores far from the moment of impact.

Her letter was not a plea. It was a summons.

Attached was a single clipping from an alternate future he didn’t recognise: a newspaper obituary. President Abraham Lincoln Assassinated — Booth at Large. Nation in Chaos.

In his timeline, Booth had been killed after jumping from the balcony.

In this one, Booth had vanished. And worse, Lincoln's policies — the dream of reconciliation — had splintered. America had fractured into five regional states by 1872. Slavery, in various forms, endured.

The timepiece ticked softly in the dark, fully reassembled as if by unseen hands.

He knew what he had to do.

Present Day — Somewhere Between Then and Now

Julian stood again in the dark hallway of Ford’s Theatre, cloaked in shadow. No one had seen him arrive. The world folded open like pages in a book, each step forward rewriting lines in ink still drying.

Booth — real Booth — was not here.

He’d vanished from time altogether. Eliza had warned that the device created ghost paths — realities where people slipped too far, lost to any future.

Which left one solution.

If Lincoln must be saved, and Booth had vanished, someone had to stand in his place. To hold the moment open. To divert the lens of history one more time.

Julian raised the gun, pointed it not at the President, but at the ceiling.

Bang.

Screams erupted. The crowd surged. Soldiers leapt. Time splintered — not violently, but precisely, like glass cut along a perfect seam.

Julian ran.

Not to escape, but to vanish deliberately. To become the myth Booth left behind.

Eliza’s voice echoed in his memory:

“The assassination was never a death. It was a choice. Every nation is built not just on blood, but on the story told about the blood.”

Julian knew the new paradox had already begun.

And this time, the enemy wasn’t a bullet.

It was narrative.

THE LINCOLN PARADOX

The Washington Gazette

SPECIAL EDITION – April 15, 1865

Delivered via courier at dawn to the Senate, White House, and select archives. No known origin.

MYSTERY AT FORD’S THEATRE: PRESIDENT UNHARMED — ASSASSIN VANISHES

Washington, D.C. — In a stunning turn of events, what was feared to be an assassination attempt on President Abraham Lincoln ended last night in confusion and speculation.

At approximately 10:15 p.m., during a performance of Our American Cousin at Ford’s Theatre, a shot rang out from the President’s balcony box, followed by a chaotic interruption that has since baffled eyewitnesses and authorities alike. Contrary to initial fears, President Lincoln was found unharmed, though visibly shaken.

The alleged assailant — described as a tall male in dark garments — fired a single shot not at the President but into the theatre rafters, before leaping from the box to the stage and fleeing through the rear exit. Several audience members claimed to see him vanish “like smoke,” though such accounts have yet to be verified.

No conclusive identity has been assigned, though a discarded paper found beneath the President’s chair bore the initials “J.H.” and a cryptic phrase in Latin: “Historia est lux veritatis.” (History is the light of truth.)

In a midnight press statement, Secretary of War Edwin Stanton praised the quick actions of security but urged the nation to remain calm and alert. “Whether this was a failed assassination, an act of theatre, or something more sinister, we do not yet know,” Stanton said. “But the President lives. And that is our blessing tonight.”

Addendum: A second, private copy of this article was discovered in the Library of Congress archives in 2027 — sealed within a lead-lined folio marked “Temporal Artifacts.” No explanation has been given for how it arrived there, 162 years prior.
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Chapter One: Smoke and Mirrors
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🕰️⚖️

“Some clocks do not tick. They wait.”

––––––––
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Washington, D.C. – The Evening of April 14, 1865

Ford’s Theatre

Julian Voss had read the history books.

And he knew — with dreadful precision — that Abraham Lincoln had less than an hour to live.

He pressed through the shadows behind the upper box seats, eyes narrowed, heart ticking like a war drum in his chest. The scent of smoke from gas lamps mingled with powdery perfume and the must of woollen coats. From behind the drapery, laughter erupted. Our American Cousin was mid-act, and the President’s head was outlined in the flickering theatre glow.

Julian adjusted his disguise: black coat, hat low, a hint of theatre makeup masking his features. His pocket watch — the very one that had taken him through Dallas and Dealey Plaza — sat cool against his chest, silent. Broken, maybe. Or waiting.

There were two things he had never counted on.

First: that Booth wasn’t working alone.

Second: that Booth was no longer Booth.

Because now, watching from the shadows, Julian realised something terrifying.

He had stopped the wrong assassination.

He’d been tracking John Wilkes Booth for two days. Not the man known to history, not exactly. This Booth was different. Quieter. Slower to anger. And twice now, Julian had noticed something strange.

Booth was being watched. Followed. Just as Julian had followed him.

Once, in a smoky tavern off Tenth Street, Julian had seen Booth pass a folded page to a man in a stovepipe hat — and the man had replied not in English, but in clipped German.

Later, near the Navy Yard, he saw the same man again. Then another. Like a relay of shadows, passing glances and silent cues. Booth, the actor, was no longer centre stage.

He was part of a cast. And someone else was directing the final act.

Julian’s mission was clear: prevent Lincoln’s death.

But the threads were fraying. Time was no longer stable. The echo of the Kennedy mission had changed things. His briefing from the Directorate had been rushed — unusually so — and for the first time, they hadn’t explained the consequences of failure.

All they said was:

“Preserve the hinge. Lincoln must not die in April. Not in Ford’s Theatre. Not by that bullet.”

Julian had obeyed. But now, crouched behind the curtains as the laughter rose from below, he felt the tremor of history rewriting itself in real time.

Booth had not yet appeared. But someone else had.

A man in a tailored black coat, gloved hands, golden pin shaped like an eagle’s talon. He didn’t walk. He moved like he owned the dark.

And Julian had seen him once before — not in a history book, but in the shadows behind the Book Depository, the day before Kennedy’s motorcade.

Same face. Same calm. Same talon.

He reached for the pistol beneath his coat.

Not to fire. Just to feel something solid.

His breath slowed. He inched closer to the private entrance to the President’s box, eyes scanning. Below, Mary Todd’s voice chimed in laughter.

Ten seconds. Then twenty.

Still no Booth.

Still no shot.

Still no history.

Then the talon man turned.

And smiled.

The man with the eagle talon pin took a step toward the President’s theatre box.

Julian shifted to intercept, fingers brushing the weapon hidden beneath his coat. But before he moved, the stranger raised a hand — almost like a conductor pausing a symphony.

Then came the sound.

Not a gunshot.

A click.

Somewhere behind the velvet curtains, behind Julian, the unmistakable snap of a hammer drawn back.

Too late, Julian turned.

A boot collided with his chest, slamming him against the wall. His ribs groaned. The pistol flew from his hand and clattered against the floorboards.

Another figure stood over him — lean, fast, and cloaked in shadows. Not Booth.

A woman.

Raven-haired. Sharp cheekbones. Cold grey eyes like chipped stone. She wore the same talon pin, but smaller, discreet — tucked beneath her collar. Her expression was surgical, detached.

“You’re early,” she said.

Julian coughed, blood in his mouth. “So are you.”

She tilted her head.

“You weren’t scheduled to intervene,” she said. “Directorate protocols prohibit this quadrant.”

Julian blinked. She knows. Not just who he was — but what.

“You’re one of us,” he said.

She smiled. Not kindly.

“I’m one of the ones cleaning up your mess.”

Lincoln was laughing now, the sound low and warm and oblivious. Mary Todd leaned close, whispering something that made him shake his head and smile. Behind them, the actor onstage flubbed a line and the audience chuckled. A wave of normalcy swept through the theatre.

But behind the curtain, history was a knife’s edge.

Julian shifted his weight, ready to lunge — but the woman stepped back, raising a small brass device. It looked like a compass, but the needle spun not north, but around time itself. He knew that tech. A temporal anchor. They were illegal. Even within the Directorate.

“You can’t change it,” he said. “The bullet won’t hit. Booth’s been detained.”

She gave him a look of genuine pity.

“You think this is still about Booth?”

The air behind her rippled — like heat distortion — and another shape stepped through. Not a man. Not a woman. A presence. Shrouded. Smooth-voiced.

“You’re not the only one with a mission, Voss.”

Julian froze.

He knew that voice.

It belonged to the original historian who briefed him on JFK.

It belonged to the man who once said:

“History is a fixed song. Our job is not to change the tune... but to decide who gets to hear it.”

Then the stage lights flickered.

From the aisle, someone screamed.

A figure in black had leapt from the dress circle, sprinting up the stairs toward the Presidential box — too fast for an actor. Too fast for Booth.

The ripple behind Julian burst open in sparks — a breach collapsing.

And Julian understood.

This wasn’t about preventing the assassination anymore.

It was about which version of the story would be remembered.

And who had written it.

Julian crouched in the shadows of the upper gallery, heart pounding with the slow rhythm of the theatre's rising murmur. Gaslight bathed the velvet balconies in soft gold. From where he knelt—just above the presidential box—he could see the flags draped over the railing, the stars and stripes gently stirring in the warm air.
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