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Dedication

For those who wonder what might have been—

and still choose to remember what was.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



Prologue: The Watchmaker
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“Every invention begins as a regret.”

— E. Kreutz, Final Notes

The rain in Bern fell like secrets — quiet, cold, and constant.

Inside a tiny workshop tucked behind a bookshop near the Aare River, a man with no first name wound a gear the size of a thumbnail into place. His fingers, scarred from heat and solder, moved with devotion. Each motion was precise, deliberate, like a monk at prayer. The man — known to a rare few only as the Watchmaker — paused and lifted the device to the light.

The object resembled a pocket watch but was anything but. There were thirteen tiny markers around its face, not twelve. The hands moved counterclockwise. The second hand didn’t tick, but pulsed — one beat every seventeen seconds.

He exhaled and closed the casing with a soft click. It was finished.

It had taken him thirty-four years, six identities, and one exile to perfect it.

He did not smile. He rarely did.

Instead, he whispered, “Let time forgive me,” and locked the watch into a silk-lined case the colour of wet ashes.

Outside, a knock on the cellar door interrupted the sound of rain.

The man who entered was broad-shouldered, damp, and impatient. An American GI by uniform, though not by manner.

The Watchmaker handed him the case.

“No changes,” he said in German.

“Understood,” the American replied in French.

They exchanged no money.

Instead, the Watchmaker gave a final instruction: “Do not let it choose you. Use it with caution, or not at all.”

The soldier nodded, confused, and tucked the case into his satchel. As he left, he glanced back — just once — to see the Watchmaker place his hand over an unfinished blueprint on the desk. The final design was still ink-wet. On the corner, scrawled in a neat, calligraphic hand, were the words:

“Chrono-Compass, V.3

For Alignment, not Escape.”

Decades later, the blueprint would vanish.

The man would disappear from every photograph in which he’d once appeared.

And the watch — impossibly — would survive fire, water, war, and time itself.

It would be passed down by accident, not legacy.

Until, in a city far from this place, in a century not yet shaped, it would wind itself again.

And choose.

Boston, 2023

Julian Voss would find the case wrapped in wax paper, tucked behind old letters in his uncle’s attic. He would not know what he had found. Not at first.

He would only know that time had stopped — just for a moment — the second he touched it.

And that everything that followed would begin and end with one impossible truth:

He was never supposed to be the one.

The Watchmaker had once been named Emil Kreutz. In another life — another time — he had lectured on mechanical engineering at the University of Zürich and written quietly radical papers on entropy and time symmetry. Few read them. Fewer understood. That was the point.

He had no wife, no family. His students called him clock-blooded behind his back. But one of them — a woman named Marianne Scholl — had stayed after lectures to argue. She challenged him. Saw through him. Once, she said:

“Time doesn’t forgive, Emil. It forgets.”

He remembered that more than her smile. Especially after she died in the Zurich bombing of 1916, a bomb that should never have gone off, in a war that should never have lasted.

That’s when Emil stopped studying time and began trying to change it.

The first prototypes failed. One exploded. Another looped a rat into eternal breathlessness. The third — the one Marianne had warned him about in a dream — took him backwards five seconds, but aged his hand by ten years.

But the fourth... the fourth moved something deeper. Not just time, but alignment — some unseen rhythm of consequence, of decision, of moral balance. He stopped thinking like a scientist and started working like a priest.

That’s when he stopped calling it a watch.

He called it: the Chrono-Compass.

It could not travel through time like a machine. It could only nudge the user toward moments of divergence — moments where a future could be changed, not from control, but from attention.

It did not respond to commands. It responded to character.

And it took from its user what time always takes: certainty, belonging, and eventually... identity.

By the time he met the American soldier, Emil Kreutz no longer existed. There was only the Watchmaker — a man who knew the weight of a future rewritten.

He gave the Chrono-Compass away not to hide it, but to delay it. To slow down the next inevitable tragedy. The soldier, he hoped, would die in transit, or lose the box, or forget it in an attic somewhere.

For a time, the world stayed quiet.

Until it didn’t.

Until Julian Voss opened the silk-lined case, and the second hand began to pulse once more.

This time, the watch chose.

This time, the future resisted.
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Chapter 1: Yesterday’s Man
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“The past is not behind you. It’s beneath you.”

— Julian Voss, field journal

Julian Voss was not the kind of man you’d expect to change the future.

But then again, the future wasn’t expecting him either.

He stood in the centre of his late uncle’s attic, surrounded by boxes that smelled like mothballs and pine dust, holding a cup of burnt coffee and wondering where the hell he’d put his life.
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