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Have you ever lost your keys, torn the house apart looking for them, only to find them sitting exactly where you left them in the first place?

Have you ever remembered something clearly, vividly, only to have everyone else tell you it never happened that way?

Most people shake it off. Chalk it up to a tired mind. A trick of memory. Stress.

But what if it wasn't?

In February of this year, I got a message from a man I'll call Walter Grahn.

Walter had a story to tell. He told it. I listened.

Now my reality isn't what I thought it was.

Keep reading, and yours won't be either.

“I know what I saw.

I just don’t know which world I saw it in.”

— W. Grahn



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Prologue
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September 10, 2008, 10:28 AM, CERN, Geneva

Walter Grahn stood in the control building. Third level. Northeast corner. Same spot he'd stood a hundred times during test runs.

The room hummed. Monitors everywhere. Green lights tracking the beam path. Engineers at their stations. Calm. Professional. No one talking much. Just watching the screens.

Outside, cameras. Reporters. The world waiting.

Inside, quiet.

He checked his watch. 10:27.

One minute.

Someone coughed. A chair creaked. The ventilation system whispered overhead.

10:28.

The beam fired.

Walter felt it.

Not heard it. Not saw it. Felt it.

In his chest. In his bones. Like gravity hiccupped. Like the air pressure dropped and spiked in the same instant. Like standing in an elevator when it starts moving before you expect it and your stomach drops and your body knows something's wrong before your brain catches up.

But everywhere.

The whole room. The whole building. The whole world felt heavier for half a second.

Then lighter.

Then normal again.

He looked around.

No one else had moved. No one else had stopped. They were still watching their screens. Still calm. Still professional.

The beam circulated. The monitors showed green. Someone smiled. Someone else nodded.

Walter froze. His breath caught. The room went quiet.
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The message came through on a Thursday morning. February 5th. I almost deleted it.

Most of what hits my contact form is spam. Nigerian princes. Crypto scams. People asking if I want to buy followers. I skim and delete. Skim and delete.

But something about this one made me stop.

Mr. Dixon,

I found your site through your books. I've read them. You write about things most people don't want to think about.

I have something I need to tell someone. A story. I don't know if you'll believe it. I'm not sure I'd believe it either if I hadn't lived it.

I started at CERN in 1976. Thought I'd stay a few years, learn something, move on. That's what everyone tells themselves. Then one machine turned into the next. The Super Proton Synchrotron, then LEP, then the LHC. Before I knew it I'd spent more than three decades underground. I know what happened when they turned it on.

If you're willing to listen, I'd like to talk. I've included an email where you can reach me. Please don't share it with anyone.

W. Grahn

I sat there for a long time. Read it twice. Three times.

I get weird emails. Comes with the territory. But this one didn't feel crazy. It felt tired. Like a man who'd been carrying something too heavy for too long.

I wrote back that same morning.

Three days later, my phone rang.

The number was blocked. I almost let it go to voicemail.

“Mr. Dixon?” The voice was older. Tired. A slight accent I couldn’t place at first. German maybe. Swiss.

“This is him.”

“My name is Walter. I sent you the email.”

I sat down at my desk and grabbed a pen. Didn’t know why. Just felt like I should.

“I got it,” I said. “CERN. The collider. You said you know what happened.”

Silence on the other end. I could hear him breathing. Slow. Deliberate. Like a man deciding whether to jump.

“You’re going to think I’m crazy,” he said.

“Maybe.” I leaned back in my chair. “Tell me anyway.”

More silence. Then a long exhale.

“September tenth, 2008.” His voice steadied, like he’d rehearsed this part. “That’s the day. You can look it up. That’s the day they turned on the Large Hadron Collider. First beam. World didn’t end. Everyone celebrated. News said we were fine.”

He paused. I waited.

“We weren’t fine,” he said. “Something happened that day. Something nobody talks about. Something I’ve spent eighteen years trying to forget.”

I didn’t push. You learn that when you talk to people with stories. You don’t rush them. You let them find their own way in.

“I was there,” he continued. “I felt it. And everything after that... everything has been wrong.”

“Wrong how?” I asked.

He laughed. But there was no humor in it. Just rust.

“You ever walk into a room and forget why you’re there?” he asked. “That feeling. Like you missed a step. Like the ground shifted under your feet and nobody else noticed.”

“Everyone gets that,” I said.

“Not like this. Not every day. Not for eighteen years.”

I heard him move. A chair creaking. Ice clinking in a glass.

“I wasn’t a scientist,” he said. “I need you to understand that. I didn’t run the physics. I worked on cooling systems. Pipes. Pumps. Cryogenics. The collider runs at temperatures colder than outer space. My job was to keep it that way. Keep the magnets cold. Keep the helium flowing. Keep everything stable.”

“Okay.”

“I’m telling you this because I wasn’t important. I wasn’t in the room when they made decisions. I wasn’t on the team that ran the experiments. I was just a guy who kept the machine breathing.”

“But you were there.”

“I was there.”

He went quiet again. I could hear a clock ticking somewhere on his end. Slow. Steady.

“September 10th,” he said. “I got to work early. Everyone did. You could feel it in the building. In the halls. In the cafeteria. People walking faster. Talking louder. Laughing too much. Nervous energy. Decades I’d worked there. Never felt anything like it.”

“They were turning it on.”

“First beam. That’s what they called it. First time the protons would go all the way around. Twenty-seven kilometers. Under the ground. Under farms and villages and people eating breakfast who had no idea what was underneath them.”

He took a breath.

“I was in the secondary control building. Not the main one with the cameras and the champagne. Down the hall. Watching a monitor. My job was to watch the temperature readings. Make sure nothing spiked. Make sure the cooling held.”

“And did it?”

“Perfect. Everything was perfect. The numbers were beautiful. Stable. Clean. I remember thinking, we did it. All those years. All that work. And here it is. Working.”

“So what went wrong?”

He didn’t answer right away. I heard him swallow. Heard the ice shift in his glass again.

“10:28 in the morning,” he said. “The beam completed its first full circuit. Everyone cheered. I could hear them through the walls. Clapping. Shouting. Someone popped a bottle of champagne. I could hear the cork.”

“But you didn’t celebrate.”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Because I felt it.”

“Felt what?”

“The shift.”

I stopped writing. Looked at the word I'd just scribbled. Shift.

"I don't know how else to describe it," Walter said. "It was like... you know when you're on an elevator? And it starts moving before you expect it? That feeling in your stomach. That drop. That wrongness in your body before your brain catches up."

"Yeah," I said.

"It was like that. But everywhere. Not just my stomach. My whole body. The room. The air. Everything got heavier for just a second. Like gravity hiccuped. Like the world blinked and came back slightly different."

"Did anyone else feel it?" I asked.

"No." Walter's voice dropped. "I looked around. Everyone was smiling. Shaking hands. I asked the guy next to me, did you feel that? He looked at me like I was crazy. Feel what, he said. I told him never mind. Told myself it was nerves. Lack of sleep. Too much coffee."

"But you didn't believe that," I said.

"I wanted to. I spent the next week telling myself it was nothing. Just stress. Just my imagination. But then things started happening."

"What things?"

"Small things." Walter's voice got quieter. "Things you wouldn't notice unless you were looking. Things you'd explain away if you could."

I waited.

"My daughter called me that morning," he said. "Before I went to work. Wished me happy birthday."

"Okay."

"My birthday is in January. This was September."

"People make mistakes," I said.

"That's what she said. When I told her. She laughed. Said she didn't know why she said it. Wrong month. Wrong day. Just a slip."

"It happens."

"It happens." Walter's voice cracked. "That's what I told myself. But then I went home that night. After the celebration. After the champagne and the speeches and the photographs. I went home to my apartment and I looked at my bookshelf."

He stopped.

“There’s something else,” he said. “When I went home there were three books on the bookshelf that I never saw before, one was a book you wrote, Realities Edge. The other two I can’t remember. The only way I remembered your book is when I saw it earlier this year. That’s when I decided to contact you.”

“Walter, I wrote that book in 2024, not 2008.” I said.

"Mr. Dixon, I'd lived in that apartment for six years. I knew every book on that shelf. I'd read most of them twice. And that night, there were three books I'd never seen before. Titles I didn't recognize. Authors I'd never heard of. Sitting right there between books I knew."

"Maybe someone gave them to you," I said. "A gift you forgot about."

"I lived alone. No one had a key. And the dust on the shelf, it was undisturbed. Like those books had always been there. Like they'd been sitting in that spot for years."

"What did you do?"

"I put them back on the shelf." His voice was flat now. "All three of them. Then I didn't sleep for two days."

Walter went quiet.

"But I couldn't stop thinking about them," he said. "Couldn't stop wondering. So I went back to look at them again."

"And?"

"Gone." His voice was hollow. "All three. Where they had been was only books I knew I had.”

I didn't know what to say. So I said nothing.

"That was the beginning," Walter said. "That was the first week. It got worse after that. Much worse."

"How?"

"I started keeping a notebook. Writing things down. Things I knew. Things I remembered. Checking them against reality. And reality kept failing the test."

"Like what?" I asked.

"Like my mother's grave." Walter's voice got thick. "I visited her every year on her birthday. March 15th. I'd been doing it since she died in 1998. Same cemetery. Same headstone. Same spot under the oak tree."

He paused.

"Two months after they turned on the collider, I went to visit her. And the headstone said March 17th. Not March 15th. March 17th."

"Records get things wrong sometimes," I said.

"I have her death certificate, Mr. Dixon. I have her obituary. I kept them in a folder in my desk. I went home and checked."

"And?"

"March 17th. Both of them. Same as the headstone." Walter's voice broke. "But I remember. I remember March 15th. I remember the phone call. I remember the date the doctor said. I remember choosing that date for my visits because it was the Ides of March. I used to make a joke about it. Beware the Ides of March. That's when Mom died."

"But now..."

"Now it's March 17th. Now it's always been March 17th. Except I know it wasn't. I know what I remember."

His voice cracked on that last word.

"Mr. Dixon, I know what I saw. I just don't know which world I saw it in."

I sat there for a long time. The pen had gone still in my hand.

"Walter," I said. "Why are you telling me this?"

"Because I'm seventy-eight years old. Because my body is failing. Because I've carried this alone for eighteen years and I can't do it anymore."

"Why me?"

“Two months ago, I found a book called Realities Edge. Your book." Walter paused. "Something about it... it felt true. The way you wrote about people slipping between worlds. About memories that don't match reality. I thought, this man understands. This man might believe me. Or at least he'd write it down."

"And if I don't believe you?" I asked.

"Then you'll have a hell of a story for your next book."

I looked at the notes I'd scribbled. Random words. Dates. The word "shift" circled three times.

"I need to think about this," I said.

"I understand."

"I'm not saying no. I'm saying I need to think."

"Take your time. But Mr. Dixon?"

"Yeah?"

"Don't take too long." Walter's voice was barely a whisper now. "I'm running out of it."

The line went dead.

I sat in my office for an hour. Just staring at the wall. Then I opened my laptop and searched "September 10th 2008 CERN LHC first beam."

Everything he said checked out. The date. The time. 10:28. The champagne. The celebration.

Everything except the part about the world shifting.

Everything except the books that appeared and vanished.

That part, I couldn't verify.

That part, I couldn't stop thinking about.

I called him back the next day.
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He answered on the first ring.

"You called back," Walter said. Not a question. Like he'd been sitting there waiting.

"I did some research," I said. "September 10th, 2008. The time. The celebration. It all checks out."

"I know it does."

"That doesn't mean the rest is true."

"No. It doesn't." He paused. "But you called anyway."

He was right. I could've let it go. Deleted his email. Moved on. But here I was.

"Tell me more," I said. "About what happened after."

Walter exhaled. I heard that clock again, ticking in the background.

"A week after they turned it on, I went to a cafe I'd been going to for years. Little place near my apartment. Owner's name was Marta. She knew my order. Black coffee, two sugars."

"Okay."

"I walked in that morning and she looked at me like I was a stranger. I said hello, Marta. She said hello, can I help you. Like she'd never seen me before."

"Maybe she was having a bad day," I said.

"That's what I told myself. I ordered my coffee. Went home. Didn't sleep that night."

"And then?"

"I went back the next Saturday. Same time. Same table." Walter paused. "She smiled when I walked in. Said hello, Walter, the usual? Like nothing had happened. Like the week before never existed."

I didn't say anything.

"You see the problem," Walter said. "If she'd never recognized me again, I could tell myself she had dementia. Memory problems. Something medical. But she knew me. She'd always known me. Except for that one morning when she didn't."

"Could you have imagined it?"

"I asked myself that for years." His voice was flat. "I still ask myself that. But it kept happening. Not every day. Not even every week. Just... sometimes. Moments where the world didn't match. Then it would snap back. Like nothing was wrong. Like I was the broken one."

I wrote snaps back in my notebook.

"Tell me about your wife," I said.

Walter went quiet. I heard him swallow.

"Lena. We met in 1985. Married two years later. Twenty years together."

"You said things felt wrong with her too."

"Not wrong exactly. Just... off. The night after the shift, I came home and she was making dinner. Same as always. Same apron. Same music on the radio. But something in the way she moved. The way she held the knife. I can't explain it. Like watching someone do an impression of your wife. A good impression. But not quite right."

"What did you do?"

"Nothing. What could I do? I sat down. I ate dinner. I told myself I was tired. Stressed. That I'd been staring at monitors all day and my brain was fried."

"And the next day?"

"The next day she was fine. Normal. My Lena. The way she always was."

He paused.

"But I couldn't stop watching her. Couldn't stop looking for the cracks. And every now and then, I'd see it again. A flicker. A moment where she didn't feel like her. Then it would pass and I'd feel crazy for thinking it."

"Did you tell her?"

"Eventually. After a few months of this. I couldn't keep it inside anymore."

"What did she say?"

"She listened. At first. Held my hand. Said maybe I should see someone. A doctor. A therapist. I agreed. I went. They gave me pills for anxiety. Pills for sleep. I took them. They didn't help."

"And Lena?"

"I kept talking about it. Kept pointing things out. A book on the shelf that wasn't there yesterday. A word she used that she'd never used before. She got tired of it. Said I was obsessing. Said I was making her feel like a stranger in her own home."

Walter laughed. Hollow.

"She was right. I was making her feel exactly what I felt. Like nothing was real. Like the ground could shift at any moment."

"She left?"

"2010. Two years after the shift. She said she couldn't live with a ghost anymore." His voice cracked. "She didn't mean I was dead. She meant I wasn't there. That I'd gone somewhere she couldn't follow."

"I'm sorry," I said.

"Don't be. She was right to leave. I was drowning and I was pulling her down with me."

I let the silence sit for a moment.

"Walter, how do you know it wasn't just stress? Anxiety? All the things the doctors said?"

"I don't." His voice was steady now. "That's the thing, Mr. Dixon. I don't know. Maybe I am crazy. Maybe all of this is in my head. But let me ask you something."

"Okay."

"You ever remember something clear as day, and someone tells you it didn't happen that way? And you check, and they're right, but you still remember it your way?"

"Yeah," I said. "Everyone has that."

"Everyone has that," Walter repeated. "Everyone. Don't you think that's strange? That every person you've ever met has memories that don't match reality? We just shrug it off. Bad memory. Getting old. Stress. But what if it's not?"

"What if it's what?"

"What if we're all feeling it? The shifts. The cracks. But most people don't notice. Most people just adjust. They let the world tell them what's real and they believe it. They overwrite their own memories because it's easier than asking questions."

I didn't have an answer for that.

"I couldn't do that," Walter said. "I tried. But once you see it, you can't unsee it. Once you start paying attention, you notice how often reality doesn't add up."

"Like what?"

"You want examples? Real ones? Things other people have noticed too?"

"Yes."

Walter took a breath.

"Do you remember the children's books about the bears? The family of bears?"

"Berenstain Bears," I said.

"How do you spell that?"

I paused. "B-E-R-E-N-S-T-E-I-N."

"Check it."

"What?"

"Look it up. Right now. Tell me how it's spelled."

I opened my laptop. Typed it in. Stared at the screen.

"Berenstain," I said. "With an A. B-E-R-E-N-S-T-A-I-N."

"But you remembered it with an E. Didn't you?"

I didn't answer.

"Millions of people remember it with an E," Walter said. "Millions. All of us wrong? All of us misremembering the same thing the same way?"

"It's just a spelling," I said. "People mix things up."

"Okay. What about the movie with Sinbad? The one where he plays a genie?"

"Shazaam," I said. "Yeah, I remember that."

"That movie doesn't exist, Mr. Dixon. It was never made. Sinbad never played a genie. Look it up."

I typed it in. Read the results. He was right. No movie. People remembered it, but it didn't exist.

"The Monopoly man," Walter continued. "Does he have a monocle?"

I pictured him in my head. Top hat. Mustache. Monocle.

"Yes," I said.

"No. He doesn't. He never did. But everyone pictures him with one."

"Walter..."

"Curious George. Does he have a tail?"

"Of course he has a tail. He's a monkey."

"Look it up."

I did. No tail. Never had one.

"Fruit of the Loom," Walter said. "The logo. Is there a cornucopia behind the fruit?"

I could see it in my head. The basket. The spilling fruit.

"Yes."

"There isn't. There never was. The company has confirmed it. But people remember it. Artists have drawn it from memory, with the cornucopia. A thing that never existed."

I sat back in my chair. My head was starting to hurt.

"These are just mistakes," I said. "Collective false memories. There's psychology behind this."

"I know. The Mandela Effect. Named after people who remember Nelson Mandela dying in prison in the 1980s. Except he didn't. He died in 2013."

"Right. So it's a known phenomenon. It doesn't mean reality is shifting."

"No. It doesn't." Walter's voice was calm. "But you know when people started talking about it? When the term got invented? When strangers online started comparing notes and realizing they all remembered things the same wrong way?"

"When?"

"2009. One year after they turned on the collider."

I didn't say anything.

"Before that, nobody had a name for it. Nobody was comparing memories on the internet. Then CERN fires up a machine designed to recreate the conditions of the Big Bang, and suddenly millions of people start noticing that reality doesn't match what they remember."

"That could be coincidence."

"It could." Walter paused. "Or it could be the moment people started waking up. The moment the cracks got too big to ignore."

"You're saying the collider caused this."

"I'm saying the timeline fits. I'm saying I felt something that day in the control room. I'm saying everything changed after that. For me. And maybe for everyone else too. They just don't know it yet."

I didn't answer.

"September 10th, 2008," Walter said. "They turned on a machine that was supposed to recreate the conditions of the Big Bang. The moment everything began. And you don't think that could have consequences? You don't think punching a hole in the fabric of reality might leave marks?"

"I don't know what to think."

"Neither do I. But I've been living in those marks for eighteen years. And I'm tired, Mr. Dixon. I'm tired of being the only one who notices."

The line went quiet. I could hear him breathing. Slow. Heavy.

"I need to check some things," I said. "What you've told me. I need to look into it."

"I understand."

"I'll call you in a few days."

"Take your time." Walter paused. "But Mr. Dixon?"

"Yeah?"

"When you start looking, really looking, you might not like what you find."

He hung up.

I sat there for a long time, staring at my laptop. At the search results that told me everything I remembered was wrong.

I had research to do.
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I didn't call Walter the next day. Or the day after that.

I spent those days on my laptop. Reading. Searching. Falling down holes I didn't know existed.

I started with the Mandela Effect.

The term was coined in 2009. A woman noticed that she and many others remembered Nelson Mandela dying in a South African prison in the 1980s. They remembered news coverage. A funeral. A grieving widow.

But Mandela didn't die in prison. He was released in 1990. Became president. Died in 2013 at the age of 95.

The term was invented in 2009.

The Large Hadron Collider was turned on September 10th, 2008.

I wrote both dates in my notebook. Drew a line between them.

Coincidence. Had to be.

Walter had given me examples on the phone. The Berenstain Bears. The Sinbad movie. The Monopoly man's monocle. I'd verified all of those. All wrong. All remembered the same wrong way by millions of people.

But I wanted more. I wanted to see how deep this went.

I started searching.

Darth Vader. The most famous movie line in history. I could hear it in my head. James Earl Jones's voice, deep and mechanical through the mask.

"Luke, I am your father."

Except that's not the line.

I found the clip on YouTube. Watched it three times. Vader says, "No, I am your father." Not Luke. Just no.

I'd seen that movie dozens of times. I would've bet my life on that line. I was wrong.

I kept going.

C-3PO. The golden robot from Star Wars. I pictured him in my head. Shiny gold from head to toe.

But when I searched for images, his right leg was silver. From the knee down. Silver, not gold. In every movie. Since 1977.

I'd never noticed. I'd watched those movies my whole life and I'd never seen it.

I found forum posts from people who were just as confused. People who swore he was all gold. People who went back and checked their old VHS tapes and found the silver leg had always been there.

Pikachu. The yellow Pokemon. I could picture him perfectly. Yellow body, red cheeks, tail with a black tip.

No black tip. Never had one. His tail is solid yellow. Always has been.

I found artists who'd drawn Pikachu from memory with the black tip. Professional artists. People who'd worked on Pokemon merchandise. They remembered it wrong too.

Tom Cruise in Risky Business. The scene where he slides across the floor in his underwear. I could see it. White shirt, white socks, Ray-Ban sunglasses.

No sunglasses. I watched the clip. He's not wearing them. Pink shirt, underwear, socks. No sunglasses anywhere in that scene.

The sunglasses show up later in the movie. But not in that scene. Not in the famous one. The image everyone remembers is wrong.

The Silence of the Lambs. Hannibal Lecter's famous line. I could hear Anthony Hopkins saying it.

"Hello, Clarice."

I searched for the clip. Found it. He says, "Good morning." That's it. Good morning. He never says "Hello, Clarice" anywhere in the movie.

I sat back. Rubbed my eyes.

Kit Kat. The chocolate bar. How do you spell it?

I would've written Kit-Kat. With a hyphen.

There's no hyphen. Never has been. It's Kit Kat. Two words. No hyphen.

Snow White. The Evil Queen's famous line. I could hear it.

"Mirror, mirror on the wall."

Wrong. She says, "Magic mirror on the wall." I found the clip. Watched it. Magic mirror. Not mirror mirror.

Looney Tunes. I would've spelled it Looney Toons. Like cartoons.

It's Tunes. Like music. Always has been. The name references "Merrie Melodies," another cartoon series. Musical theme. Tunes, not Toons.

I found more.

Oscar Mayer. Not Meyer. A, not E.

Skechers. Not Sketchers. No T.

Froot Loops. Not Fruit. F-R-O-O-T.

Febreze. Not Febreeze. One E in the middle, not two.

Jif peanut butter. Not Jiffy. Just Jif.

I'd been wrong about all of them. Every single one. And so had millions of other people.

I searched for movie quotes.

"Play it again, Sam." The famous line from Casablanca.

The line is "Play it once, Sam, for old times' sake." Then later, "Play it, Sam." Never "Play it again, Sam." That line doesn't exist in the movie.

"We Are the Champions" by Queen. I could sing the ending in my head. The big finish.

"We are the champions... of the world!"

I found the studio recording. Listened to it. The song ends with "We are the champions." No "of the world" at the end. It just stops.

They do sing "of the world" earlier in the song. But not at the end. Not the big finish everyone remembers.

Field of Dreams. "If you build it, they will come."

The line is "If you build it, he will come." He, not they. Referring to one person. His father.

The Matrix. Morpheus in his leather chair. Sunglasses. That knowing look.

"What if I told you..."

He never says it. Not once in the entire movie. I searched for the scene. It doesn't exist. The most famous Morpheus line isn't in the film.

I closed my laptop. My head was throbbing.

I'd been at this for six hours.

Everything Walter told me was real. Not real like proven, but real like documented. Real like thousands of other people had noticed the same things. Real like there were communities and forums and websites dedicated to cataloging these glitches.

That's what they called them. Glitches in the Matrix. Residue from another timeline. Evidence that something had changed.
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