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Chapter 1: The Plague and the Prototype

The screens showed red everywhere. Elias Chen stared at the cascade of infection markers spreading across the digital map of North America, each crimson dot representing another city where the synthetic virus had taken hold. The temporal defense lab hummed around him, twenty floors beneath Arlington, while the world above burned.

"Doctor Chen, we need that device operational now."

General Morrison's voice cut through the background chatter of technicians and the steady ping of incoming distress signals. Elias didn't look up from his workstation where the temporal displacement prototype sat like a metal egg, its surface covered in quantum field generators and cooling lines.

"It’s not ready for deployment," Elias said. "The field coherence is still unstable, and you all rushed this portable rig before we ever finished and proved a full-size unit. We could send someone back and smear their atoms across half a week."

"Better than letting them die from the plague."

Morrison stepped closer, his uniform wrinkled from three days in the bunker. Behind him, wall monitors displayed casualty projections that climbed by the hour. Seattle had gone dark. Miami was burning. The synthetic virus ate through population centers like acid through paper.

Elias's personal phone buzzed. A message from Nadia, his research partner at Berkeley.

Lab overrun. Jun and I heading for the hills. Love you, old friend.

His fingers trembled as he typed back, but the message failed to send. The network infrastructure was collapsing faster than the teams could patch it.

"Sir, we're getting reports of nuclear launches," a technician called from across the room. "Limited exchange between Pakistan and India. Something about contaminated water supplies."

Morrison cursed. Elias watched the tactical display update with new threat markers. Two small mushroom clouds bloomed over the subcontinent while evacuation sirens wailed through the lab's speakers.

Another message from Nadia appeared on his screen. Then another. Each one shorter, more desperate.

Can't reach extraction point.

Jun is

If you get this

The messages stopped coming.

Elias closed his eyes and felt something break inside his chest. Nadia had been the one person who understood his work without wanting to turn it into a weapon. Jun was barely thirty, brilliant with quantum mathematics, always joking about buying a house when the research grants came through.

The temporal device hummed quietly on the workbench. Six months of round-the-clock development, funded by a Pentagon black budget that treated time travel like another missile defense system. They'd pitched it as a way to prevent surprise attacks, to send small teams back hours or days to provide early warning.

They'd never tested it on living subjects.

"Doctor, I need an answer," Morrison said. "Will this machine save lives or not?"

Elias looked at the general's tired face, then at the screens showing civilization's collapse in real time. Nuclear fire was spreading from South Asia to Eastern Europe. The virus had jumped to livestock. Half the government was dead or missing.

"No," he said quietly. "It’s not working yet. I can’t even get the first phase modulation up. It can't save anyone."

Morrison's expression hardened, but before he could respond, the lights flickered. Emergency power kicked in, bathing the lab in red illumination. Somewhere above them, the last functional military command structure was probably dissolving into chaos.

Elias gathered his research notes and stuffed them into a waterproof case. The temporal device could be disassembled and moved if necessary. Everything else was expendable.

"Where are you going?" Morrison demanded.

"Somewhere your war can't follow."



Six months later, Elias walked through what was left of Maryland. The worst of the plague had burned through, leaving mostly the dead and those who had somehow resisted it, either through freak natural immunity or experimental vaccines that had saved them without going through proper trials.

The nuclear strikes that followed had not been clean warheads on open targets, but dirty blasts near capitals and bases, strong enough to shatter governments and turn city centers into wreckage, not strong enough to wipe out every living thing. What remained were scattered pockets of people behind barricades, and beyond them mile after mile of silent country, where sun-baked roads and hollow cities lay under a watchful sky while the land slowly started to pull itself back toward nature.

He'd found shelter in an abandoned research campus outside Baltimore, drawn by the intact power grid and familiar laboratory equipment. From the look of the place, it had been a biotechnology center that worked on crops: cracked growth chambers lined the walls, trays of soil sensors lay scattered on the floor, and curling posters of wheat genomes and drought-proof corn still clung to the stained concrete.

Elias set up his workshop in the main lab building, assembling salvaged electronics and quantum field generators on stainless steel tables. The temporal device sat in pieces around him like a disassembled clock. He worked on it not because he had any real plan to use it, but because the familiar equations and circuit diagrams kept his mind occupied.

Outside, the world was healing in its own way, now that people were fewer and maybe not even the top predators anymore.

Insects were everywhere, but the bees were the ones he noticed most. They crowded the air and the ruined streets in numbers that made no sense to him, especially in a place with so few flowers or living plants left to explain why there were so many. They swarmed around the campus in thick, restless clouds, pouring in and out of hives packed into the shells of burned-out cars and the hollow mouths of broken windows.

Plenty of flies rode the heat too, drifting over trash heaps and picking at whatever remained of the dead, a constant buzzing veil over anything that did not move.

Out in the streets, wild dogs roamed in packs. They were the pets people had abandoned when they died or ran, now half feral, ribs showing under dirty fur. The dogs were jumpy and quick to bolt if they caught a human scent, knowing they were hunted for meat. At the same time, their eyes stayed hard and hungry, because they hunted too.

At night, Elias could hear the bees working in the walls and the distant barks and snarls of dogs testing one another in the dark.

A radio message reached him in early autumn. Some kind of provisional government operating out of Colorado wanted him to join their technical staff. They'd heard about his Pentagon work and needed someone who understood "exotic physics applications."

Elias switched off the radio without responding.

People had created this mess by trying to solve problems with bigger weapons and more complex systems. He wasn't interested in helping them repeat the process.

That night, he watched a bee swarm move across the darkening sky in a perfect column, each individual bee holding its position like a soldier in formation. The column stretched for nearly a mile, flowing north with mechanical precision.



Three years after the collapse, late in the evening, a woman showed up at his workshop door.

She looked like she had walked through hell to get there. Her clothes were patched and stained from travel. Her dark hair was yanked back with a loop of wire that probably came off some broken machine. She had a battered backpack on one shoulder and a pistol at her hip that looked like it had been fired too many times.

"Dr. Chen," she said. "Figured you'd be dead by now."

"Mara?" His voice cracked. He cleared his throat. "Mara Devereux."

For a second they just stared at each other. Her face was thinner now, eyes more hollow but still sharp. Elias pushed himself up from the chair and opened his arms, a little unsure, then stepped toward her.

"Holy shit," he said. "Wow."

She let out a tired laugh and moved in for the hug. It was awkward, stiff at first, then real. She smelled like dust, old smoke, and sweat. He did not smell any better.

"Still alive," she muttered against his shoulder. "Guess the universe does not have standards."

He pulled back, actually smiling now. "Yeah. Sorry to disappoint ya with my survival."

She stepped inside and took in the lab. Old monitors along the wall, racks stripped for parts, cables all over the floor. In the center, the half-assembled temporal cage squatted in its web of wires and coils.

Mara nodded toward it. "So. Still building toys for generals, or is this your midlife crisis project?"

"Retirement hobby," Elias said. "What about you? Still trying to make bugs that refuse to die?"

Her mouth twitched. "Worked out a little too well, as it turns out."

They ended up across from each other at the cluttered worktable. The air felt tight, but not hostile. Old rivals, pulled into the same small safe place by the same catastrophe.

Elias thought of her papers before the fall: bees that stayed alive in poisoned fields, queens that outlived whole seasons, colonies with neural meshes thick enough to look like crude brains. The classified pages had been blacked out, yet he had always known who funded that work, and why.

Now she stood here in his wreck of a lab, alive, tired, and for the first time in years he did not feel like the last scientist on earth.

"The bees are your work," he said. "Figures."

"Some of them." Mara dropped her pack and pulled out a water bottle. "My field sites were scattered across seven states. When everything went to hell, the modified lines were the only ones that survived."

"And now?"

"Now they're building things." She moved to the window and pointed toward a nearby office complex. "See that building? The whole interior is filled with comb structures that incorporate metal and plastic. They're not just making honey anymore."

Elias joined her at the window. In the fading daylight, he could see thin streams of bees flowing in and out of the building's broken windows. Their movements had a purposeful quality that made his skin crawl.

"I've been tracking them for months," Mara continued. "They're establishing territories, setting up perimeter scouts around human settlements, mapping infrastructure. On my way here, I saw them cordon off an entire town in Virginia."

Thunder rumbled overhead, though the sky was clear. Through the windows, Elias could see bees settling on every available surface outside the lab building. They clung to the walls and window frames in perfect rows, their wings folded, their bodies motionless.

"They know we're here," she gave him a tired half smile. "There’s something I want to show you. Tomorrow morning. I need a few hours of sleep first, or I’ll fall over on your floor."

"I’ve been here for a while," Elias answered. "I think the bees tolerate me."

Mara glanced toward the dark windows, where the night felt heavy against the glass.

"Maybe," she said, "they’re not tolerating you. Maybe they’re studying you."


Chapter 2: The Bees That Survived

At dawn, Mara led Elias through the abandoned residential streets that surrounded the campus. She carried a handheld UV scanner, sweeping it across building facades and broken pavement as they walked.

"Look at this," she said, stopping beside a sedan that sat askew in someone's former driveway.

The car was half buried in what looked like amber resin, its metal body encased in translucent golden material that had hardened into geometric shapes. Through the substance, Elias could see the vehicle's interior had been completely transformed. Hexagonal chambers filled every available space, each one containing either a pale larva or fragments of circuit boards and copper wire.

"They're incorporating technology into their biology," Mara explained. "Or maybe it's the other way around."

She aimed the UV scanner at the resin coating. Under ultraviolet light, patterns became visible across the surface, intricate designs that pulsed with faint luminescence.

"Navigation markers," she said. "They're tagging everything."

Above them, a formation of bees moved across the morning sky in perfect grid formation. Each swarm maintained precise spacing as they swept over the ruins of the highway, pausing occasionally to deposit thin films on selected surfaces. The films caught the sunlight and threw it back in sharp flashes.

"How long have they been doing this?" Elias asked.

"Months, maybe longer. I started noticing the patterns last winter."

A smaller group of bees detached from the main formation and circled down toward them. Elias counted twelve individuals, each one larger than normal honeybees, their bodies gleaming with metallic highlights. They hovered around him in a loose spiral, close enough that he could hear the high whine of their wings.

The bees hung motionless for exactly ten seconds. Then they reformed into a tight diamond shape and flew away, their formation never wavering.

"They were timing your reaction," Mara said. "Measuring how long it takes you to move, to respond to stimuli."

"Why?"

"Same reason we measure lab rats."

Back in the workshop, Mara pulled up files on her laptop, old research data from before the collapse. The screen showed genetic modification charts covered in colored annotations.

"Here's what I actually built," she said, pointing to a chromosome map. "CRISPR edits to give them more efficient oxygen processing, better heat regulation, queens that live twice as long with enhanced neural development."

"Military applications?"

"The funding came from DARPA. They wanted reconnaissance drones that could infiltrate enemy territory without being detected. Living surveillance systems that could establish colonies behind enemy lines."

She scrolled through pages of test results and behavioral assessments. The numbers painted a picture of insects engineered for survival in hostile environments.

"Heat tolerance up forty percent. Radiation resistance increased by a factor of six. Chemical immunity to most pesticides and nerve agents." Her voice grew quiet. "Turns out that I gave them everything they'd need to thrive in a post-apocalyptic wasteland."

Elias studied the data projections. Mathematical models showed how the modified bees would fare against various extinction scenarios: nuclear winter, biological warfare, environmental collapse.

In every simulation, they emerged as the dominant surviving species.

"We handed evolution the perfect survivor," he said.

"And now they're taking over."

Mara closed the laptop and stared out the window where bees moved in steady streams between buildings. Her hands shook slightly as she reached for her coffee cup.

"There has to be a way to fix this," Elias said. "Some kind of reset."

"How do you reset evolution?"

He walked over to the temporal device and ran his hands along its smooth metal surface. More equations were already forming in his mind, probability matrices and quantum field calculations that might allow for a different kind of intervention.

"Go back millions of years," he said. "Long before humans. Before cities, farming, borders. Before we ever had the chance to wreck things."

"What are you talking about?"

"We take your bees back to the deep past." He tapped the side of the machine. "We seed them in a world where they have time to evolve naturally and develop intelligence on their own terms. When humans finally appear, we’re not the only smart species on the planet. We evolve together as allies and avoid the mess we are in now. I think this machine will finally work. Before the war, it wasn’t ready. Now it is."

He’d managed to move inanimate test masses a few microseconds, then a few minutes. It wasn’t much, but it was enough to convince him the math was right this time.

Mara stared at him like he'd suggested jumping off a cliff. "That's insane. That seems like it could screw so many things up."

"Maybe that’s what it takes," he said. "Sometimes things have to be broken before they can be put back together the right way. Two different kinds of intelligence, forced to work together as they grow up with each other. Logic might finally win when no one gets to pretend they are alone at the top."

She shook her head. "Why not just go back before the war and warn people? You and me. Tell them what happens."

He gave a tired laugh. "Two people shouting into history? No one would listen. Even if they did, they’d argue, delay, deny. That path still ends the same way."

She folded her arms. "So instead you change everything?"

"Yep."

"You're talking about playing god with the entire history of life on Earth."

He met her eyes. "You already played that game when you designed these bees. At least this way, both sides get a fair start."

Mara walked to the window and watched a fresh swarm approach the lab building. The bees settled on the satellite dish mounted on the roof, working together to coat its surface with the same translucent resin they'd used on everything else.

Within minutes, the last crackling radio signal from the outside world went silent.

"They just cut us off from the rest of humanity," she said.

"Not much humanity left to contact."

She turned back to face him, her expression caught between horror and fascination. "You really think this could work?"

"I think it’s the only way that mankind survives."

They spent the next hour moving through the basement labs, opening doors and checking equipment that somehow still worked. Most of the rooms were stripped bare, but enough generic lab gear remained to be useful. Old centrifuges, intact freezers, sealed workbenches. The building’s geothermal backups had kept a thin pulse of power alive long after the rest of the city went dark.

Mara set her pack on a steel table and unzipped it. Inside were padded cases and sealed vials, each carefully labeled by hand. Bee embryos. Preserved tissue. Genetic samples she had collected and refined while tracking the surviving hives after the war.

"Here’s what I have," she said. "Years of field work. Trial and error."

She lifted one case and held it up to the light. "These are the best ones. Queens and drones that showed the strongest neural growth. Nothing fancy. Just the lines that kept adapting when everything else died."

He nodded, already clearing space near the freezer. "That’s all we need."

"If we’re sending anything back," Mara said, easing the case into cold storage, "these have the best chance of becoming something more."

Elias began modifying the temporal device's interior, welding crude environmental shields around the passenger compartment and installing temperature controls salvaged from the lab equipment. The work was rough but functional, designed to keep biological cargo alive during the stresses of time displacement.

"What about leaving a message?" Mara asked. "Some kind of record for future humans to find, explaining what we did and why?"

"Who's going to read it? Most of the people who can do anything about it are probably dead."

"There might be other survivors. Other scientists working on similar problems."

They argued about it while Elias finished the modifications, but finally admitted that any message they left would most likely crumble to dust long before anyone found it. The world had moved beyond human planning and human solutions.

Outside, dawn was breaking over the campus. Bees filled the sky in formation flights that stretched from horizon to horizon, their movements coordinated with mechanical precision. They flew in clear geometric patterns above the buildings, as if watching and waiting for some predetermined signal.

Elias powered up the temporal device and checked its field generators one last time. The quantum displacement equations flickered across his screen, targeting coordinates deep in Earth's past.

Mara clutched the container of modified queens against her chest and stepped into the machine's passenger compartment.


Chapter 3: Seeding the Deep Past

Elias pressed the activation sequence and held his breath. He had no idea what to expect from the temporal displacement.

"We'll know real fast if this works or not," he said.

The machine shuddered beneath them, then filled with a grinding vibration that seemed to come from everywhere at once. His vision blurred as the walls appeared to stretch and compress simultaneously. His stomach lurched sideways, then dropped as if gravity had forgotten which way was down. The sensation built to a crescendo that made his teeth ache, then cut out completely.

For a moment there was nothing at all, like the world had been turned off. Then the silence broke apart under a rush of sound, a thick wash of calls and chirps and rustling that told him a new kind of wild was all around him.

They were in a place that had never known human footsteps.

Towering ferns rose fifty feet above their heads, their fronds spreading like green umbrellas in the humid heat. Ancient trees with bark like dragon scales stretched toward a sky that seemed too bright, too alien. The forest floor squelched under their boots, thick with decomposing vegetation and strange fungi that glowed with pale phosphorescence.

Something large splashed in the distance, followed by a sound like thunder rolling through the undergrowth.

"Where are we exactly?" Mara whispered. "Or when?"

Elias checked the temporal readout on his handheld scanner. Numbers scrolled across the display, confirming their target coordinates.

"Millions of years before the first humans."

Strange insect calls echoed from the canopy above them, trills and clicks that belonged to creatures the size of house cats. A shadow passed overhead, too big and too fast to be anything they'd recognize.

Mara knelt and scooped up a handful of the rich black soil, testing its pH with a portable kit. She pulled out a thermometer and checked the ambient temperature, then examined the moisture content of leaves growing nearby.

"Perfect," she said. "Everything they need to establish colonies."

Elias looked around at the alien landscape and realized how completely vulnerable they were. Every plant, every insect, every microorganism in this world was older than human civilization.

They were tourists in a museum of life, and he had no idea which exhibits were deadly and which were not. The air was so thick and heavy he knew they wouldn’t be able to run fast or far if anything decided to test that.

"We should stay close to the machine," he said.

They began their work within a hundred-meter radius of the temporal device, searching for suitable nesting sites among the massive root systems and sheltered rock formations. Mara carried the container of modified queens carefully, selecting locations with the precise eye of a researcher who understood the delicate requirements of colonial insects.

"Here," she said, indicating a hollow beneath a fallen log. "Protected from rain, good drainage, close to water sources."

She dug carefully with a folding shovel, creating a small chamber just large enough to house a single queen and her initial brood. From the container, she removed a tiny capsule containing a frozen embryo and placed it gently in the prepared space.

"What happens now?" Elias asked.

"The capsule will dissolve in about six hours. The queen will wake up, start laying eggs, establish her first workers. If she survives the initial weeks, the colony will grow."

"And then?"

"Then evolution takes over." Mara moved to the next site, a crevice between two massive stones. "Like you said, tens of millions of years of uninterrupted development. No humans to interfere at first, no pesticides, no habitat destruction. Just pure selective pressure."

She placed another capsule and covered it with loose soil. Her movements had the precision of a ritual, each queen positioned with careful attention to spacing and environmental conditions.

For the first time since before the war, Elias felt a flutter of hope in his chest. The forest around them was vast and indifferent, but it carried the promise of a different future. A world where two minds could develop side by side instead of one consuming the other.

They worked steadily through the morning, placing queens in carefully selected locations across the ancient landscape. As they moved deeper into the forest, they began to notice things that didn't quite fit the pristine wilderness they'd expected.

A patch of translucent resin coating the bark of a tree, its surface too uniform to be natural sap.

Mara stopped and examined it with her UV scanner. Under the light, patterns became visible in the resin, the same geometric designs they'd seen on the car back in their own time.

"That's impossible," she said. "Not this far back."

"Maybe it's just mineral deposits. Silicon compounds can form regular patterns."

But even as he said it, Elias didn't believe his own explanation. The resin looked exactly like the substance the modified bees used to coat surfaces in the ruined world they'd left behind.

They continued working, but now every unusual sight made them pause. A glint of shapes half buried in stream silt. Scratches on stone that formed too-regular parallel lines. A section of forest floor where the leaf litter had been arranged in hexagonal patterns. Something massive moved in the leaves behind them. Elias didn’t want to find out what it was.

"We should finish and get out of here," he said, his voice tight with growing unease.

As they placed another queen in a hollow among the roots of a massive fern, a sound rolled through the forest that made them both freeze. A deep bass hum that rose and fell like breathing, completely different from the animal calls in the canopy above.

The sound came again, closer this time, carrying harmonics that seemed almost electronic.

"What is that?" Mara whispered.

Elias listened to the sounds and felt ice forming in his stomach. Whatever was making that sound belonged to a level of organization he didn't want to think about.

"We need to place the rest of them," he said, forcing his voice to stay steady. "Let’s get out of here as fast as we can."

They finished their work quickly, placing the remaining queens in sites that met Mara's exacting standards. Each capsule represented millions of years of potential evolution, a chance for intelligence to develop along completely different lines than human consciousness.

The bass humming continued sporadically as they worked, sometimes seeming to answer itself from different directions in the forest.

By the time they returned to the temporal device, both scientists were covered in mud and plant matter, their clothes torn by thorns and strange barbed fungi. They looked like refugees from a world that had no place for them.

"What if this doesn't work?" Mara asked as they prepared the machine. "What if the bees and humans can't coexist?"

"We won’t be worse off than before," Elias said, falling back on the answer that had carried him through every crisis since graduate school. "Maybe logic prevails this time."

"And if it doesn’t?"

"Then at least we tried to give both species a fair chance."

The machine began to power up, its quantum field generators creating the familiar sensation of falling through dimensions. The humid forest around them started to fade as temporal displacement engaged.

The bass humming followed them into the void.


Chapter 4: Hive of Tomorrow

The temporal device shuddered to a halt and went silent.

Elias looked up and felt his breath catch. They were suddenly at the bottom of a canyon whose walls rose in impossible spirals of living architecture. Towers stretched toward the sky, their surfaces a seamless blend of honeycomb, polished stone, and metallic veins that pulsed with soft light.

"My God," Mara whispered.

Traffic filled the canyon in organized streams. Winged shapes moved between the towers in precise formations: some clearly recognizable as bees, others sleek as gliders, and still others that looked like small clouds drifting through carefully defined flight corridors.

The sky itself carried faint geometric patterns, invisible lines that guided movement with mathematical precision. Nothing flew randomly. Everything followed rules that had been encoded into the very atmosphere.

Elias had the sharp sense that everything about them was out of place here: their height, the way they moved, even the way they breathed. This city had been made for something else.

A formation of bees detached from the nearest tower and approached in a perfect triangle.

Each individual was twice the size of the insects they'd known, their bodies armored with chitin that gleamed like polished bronze. Compound eyes layered their heads in complex geometric patterns, and sensory hairs bristled from every surface.

The lead bee hovered three feet in front of Elias's face, studying him with mechanical intensity. Behind it, the other members of the formation spread out to create a containment perimeter.

"Hey," Elias said, raising his hands slowly. "We're not here to harm you."

The bee tilted its head and emitted a series of faint electrical crackles. Chemical signals puffed from glands along its thorax, creating a cloud of scent that made Elias's eyes water.

"Can you understand me?" he tried again. "We came from the past. We're the ones who planted your ancestors."

No response. The bee circled him once, then rejoined its formation.

One of the trailing bees released a stream of thin filament that spread like a net as it settled over both humans. The material was nearly invisible but felt sticky against their skin. Elias tried to brush it away and found his movements becoming sluggish and uncoordinated.

"Some kind of paralytic," Mara said, her words slightly slurred. "They're drugging us."

The formation of bees began moving toward the nearest hive structure, and the humans found themselves carried along in a bubble of controlled atmosphere. The chemical tang in the surrounding air made Elias feel dizzy and compliant.

They passed through an opening that dilated like a living iris and found themselves inside the hive proper.

The interior walls curved organically, lined with translucent cells that hummed with barely audible vibrations. Bioluminescent strips provided soft lighting that shifted from amber to blue as they moved deeper into the structure. Everything felt alive, as if they were traveling through the circulatory system of some vast organism.

Worker bees moved along the walls in orderly streams, their feet making tiny clicking sounds against the smooth surfaces. None of them showed any curiosity about the human captives being escorted through their domain.

The escort formation stopped in a large chamber where the walls opened into alcoves filled with mysterious equipment. Elias and Mara were separated without ceremony, each guided toward different sections of the room.

Mara was lifted onto a support frame that adjusted itself to her body shape. Worker bees surrounded her immediately, their movements precise and clinical. They carried delicate instruments that gleamed like surgical steel, probing and measuring with scientific detachment.

"Wait," Elias shouted, struggling against his own restraints. "We’re not your enemy!"

The bees ignored his protests completely. One of them sprayed Mara with a fine mist that made her stop struggling and go limp. Her eyes remained open but vacant, staring at the ceiling with chemical calm.

Elias watched in horror as the worker bees began to open her chest with instruments that cut through skin and bone with mechanical precision. The air filled with the sickening wet crack of bone as saws gnawed through her ribcage, splintering the sternum with a grinding screech that echoed like shattering glass. Chunks of marrow and tissue sprayed outward in fine mists, splattering the bees' exoskeletons and pooling on the cold floor beneath her.

Mara's mouth moved silently, her screams blocked by whatever they'd given her.

The bees worked with the same detached efficiency that human researchers had once used on laboratory animals. They showed no malice, no cruelty, only scientific curiosity about the anatomy of an alien species.

Mara's eyes found his across the chamber, and he saw understanding there. She knew exactly what was happening. She'd done the same thing to countless insects in her own laboratory, dissecting them to understand their biology and improve her modifications.

The bees were returning the favor.



Hours later, Elias woke alone in a different chamber. His body ached from restraints that had been too tight, and bruises covered his arms where the bees had tested his responses to various stimuli.

The temporal device lay in pieces on the floor in front of him, each component carefully arranged on what looked like a dissection tray. Quantum field generators sat beside cooling units, all labeled with symbols that resembled honeycomb patterns.

A semicircle of bees stood motionless around the disassembled machine. One smaller individual stepped forward and tapped the largest piece with a metallic tool, then turned and tapped Elias on the shoulder with the same implement.

The message was clear enough. They wanted him to put it back together!

The small bee tapped the machine again, then tapped Elias. It repeated the gesture several times, patient as a teacher working with a particularly slow student.


Chapter 5: Timeline of the Bees

Elias reached for the nearest component and began the slow work of reassembly. The bees watched every movement through compound eyes that functioned like living cameras, recording each wire connection and calibration adjustment with mechanical precision.

Food appeared at regular intervals: a protein paste that tasted like nothing and water that carried a faint metallic tang. When exhaustion made his hands shake, they sprayed him with chemicals that cleared his head and steadied his movements. The arrangement kept his body functional, but comfort never entered the equation.

As he worked, his mind drifted to memories that felt like artifacts from another species' history. Nadia laughing at his terrible coffee in the Berkeley lab. Jun's excitement when their first temporal calculations proved stable. General Morrison's handshake after the prototype's successful test, the pride in the old man's eyes as he talked about preventing wars.

Every project he'd touched had become a weapon. Every solution had created bigger problems.

His fingers found the temporal targeting controls as he installed them back into the machine's core. A few subtle adjustments to the coordinate system, changes so small the watching bees wouldn't notice. When the device activated again, it would jump to the exact moment and location where he and Mara had first seeded the queens in the primordial forest.

Maybe he could stop this from happening. Maybe he could convince his earlier self to choose differently.

The work took months. Bees rotated through observation duty in perfect shifts, never leaving him unmonitored. Their instruments hummed and clicked as they analyzed his progress, measuring electromagnetic fluctuations and quantum resonance patterns with technology that had grown rather than being built.

When he finally powered up the completed device, the bees stepped back and began their own tests. Glowing sensors swept across the machine's surface while harmonic analyzers checked the temporal field generators.

Their equipment looked organic, like technological coral that had evolved specifically for this purpose.

A deep vibration rolled through the hive structure around them. Information passing from chamber to chamber in waves of chemical and electronic signals. Guard bees that had stood motionless for days suddenly shifted position, responding to some urgent communication.

Elias saw his chance and took it.

He slammed his hand on the activation controls and threw himself onto the device as the first bee soldiers reached him. The temporal field snapped into existence around the machine, cutting through space and time with brutal efficiency.

The interior filled with darkness and the sensation of falling. On the floor beside him, a severed bee leg twitched once and went still, the only piece of the future he'd managed to tear away.

The machine materialized in humid heat under a canopy of ancient ferns. Insect calls echoed from the primordial forest while something large crashed through the undergrowth in the distance. Elias stumbled to the ground, bleeding from cuts where the bees had nearly caught him.

His plan was simple enough. Find the buried queen capsules and destroy them before they could establish colonies. Or reach his earlier self and Mara, convince them that seeding the past was a mistake that would doom humanity.

He started toward the location where they'd placed the first queen, pushing through vegetation that had never been touched by human hands.

Then he saw the second temporal device through the trees.

It sat in a clearing fifty meters away, larger than his own machine and shaped like a nautilus shell grown from metal and resin. Its surface pulsed with the same bioluminescent patterns he'd seen in the hive city, and it hummed with an electronic, almost musical tone that made his teeth ache.

Bee soldiers emerged from the organic craft in perfect formation. Each one was armored like a tank, their bodies bristling with sensors and defensive spines. They moved toward him with mechanical purpose, showing no surprise at his arrival.

They'd been waiting for him.

Elias understood in a flash of horrible clarity.

The bees had studied his rebuilt temporal device for millions of years, learning to copy and improve his technology. Then they'd sent their own craft back to the beginning, to guard their origin point and ensure their timeline remained stable.

His "solution" hadn't just failed. It had handed control of causality itself to the hive.

Through the trees, he could see his earlier self and Mara working near their original device, carefully placing queen capsules in prepared sites. They moved with the focused intensity of scientists convinced they were saving two species from mutual destruction.

They had no idea they were being watched by the future they were creating.

The bee soldiers closed the distance with ruthless efficiency. Elias fought back once, swinging a broken branch at the nearest attacker, but it snapped harmlessly against armored chitin. Stings found the gaps in his clothing, injecting paralytic toxins that sent him crashing to the forest floor.

As consciousness faded, he heard the bass humming of the bee craft and saw the geometric patterns of their movements through the canopy above.

His last thought was a recognition of the truth he'd been too arrogant to see: evolution doesn't negotiate partnerships. It creates winners. And losers.

The bees covered him with resin that hardened into amber.

END
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¢ The future doesn’t speak.
) It buzzes.
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