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​PROLOGUE: Dissolution

[image: ]




The classroom is melting.

No—not melting. Wrong word. The classroom is layering, like sheets of glass stacked too close together, each one showing a different version of the same space. Morning sunlight cuts through the windows in one layer. Afternoon shadows pool in the corners of another. Night presses against the glass in a third, and they're all happening now, all equally real, all demanding attention.

He tries to focus on the teacher—Mrs. Patterson? Yes, Patterson, standing at the board, chalk in hand. Except she's also sitting at her desk grading papers. Also erasing the board. Also not there at all, the classroom empty, chairs stacked on desks the way they are after school.

He hears his name.

The voice comes from multiple directions. Someone's hand on his shoulder—warm, solid, concerned. He turns and sees his best friend, but she's fractured across time: twelve years old with braces, sixteen and laughing at something he said yesterday (or was it tomorrow?), twenty-five with a wedding ring he doesn't recognize, all of her overlapping like a photograph taken with a shaking hand.

"I'm fine," he says, or thinks he says, or will say. The words exist in his mouth and in the air and in memory simultaneously. When did language become so slippery?

He stands—stood—will stand. His body moves through the classroom but the classroom is also his childhood bedroom, posters of cricket players on walls that are simultaneously the school hallway, lockers reflecting his face in seventeen different temporal states. He reaches for the door handle and his hand passes through three versions of the door—closed, open, removed entirely for summer renovation.

"You're scaring me."

It’s her voice, but which version? The one from now or then or later? He tries to focus on her face, to anchor himself to a single moment, but she's crying in one layer and laughing in another and hasn't arrived yet in a third, and the cognitive dissonance makes his head feel like it's splitting along temporal fault lines.

The hallway stretches. That's not quite right either—the hallway doesn't stretch so much as exists in all its states at once. Freshly painted. Scuffed and worn. Under construction. Abandoned. A palimpsest of possibility and history collapsed into a single impossible space.

"Help me," he whispers, but he's not sure if he's asking her or his parents or the universe itself. Someone is holding his hand—he can feel the pressure, the warmth, the desperation of human contact—but when he looks down, he sees his hand empty, clasped, bandaged from a fall he hasn't taken yet, all at the same time.

The thing that frightens him most isn't the temporal fragmentation. It's how beautiful it is.

Each moment is preserved in perfect crystalline clarity. He can see the geometry underlying causality, the elegant mathematical structure connecting every instant to every other instant. Past and future aren't separate from present—they're all facets of a single four-dimensional jewel, and he's somehow stepped outside it, observing its impossible beauty from a vantage point that shouldn't exist.

"Please, come back—"

But back to where? When? The concept of a singular "now" feels like a cage he's somehow escaped. Why would he choose limitation when he can perceive everything? Every conversation he's ever had exists in eternal present tense. Every sunset he'll ever see is already visible, stacked like cards in a cosmic deck. Birth and death and every heartbeat between, all happening always, none more real than any other.

Except.

Except he can't quite remember which version of himself is the real one. Is he the one sitting in classroom? The one walking through the hallway? The one who will stand at his sister's wedding (when is that? has it happened? will it happen?)? The one dissolving into pure observation, consciousness untethered from any single point in spacetime?

Her hand—he thinks it's her hand—squeezes his. Or squeezed. Or will squeeze. Tense has lost all meaning.

"I can see you disappearing," she says, and there's terror in her voice that cuts through the temporal static. "You're becoming transparent. You have to fight this—"

Fight what? The most profound experience of his life? He's transcending linear perception, evolving beyond the limitations that trap everyone else in the grinding sequential nightmare of cause and effect. He's becoming pure consciousness, able to observe every moment of his existence simultaneously.

He's becoming—

(what?)

—free from—

(what?)

—the constraints of—

(what was the question?)

The classroom flickers. His bedroom flickers. The hallway flickers. Her face—all versions of it—flickers like a fluorescent light struggling to stay on. He tries to hold onto her, to this moment, to some moment, but his hand is becoming geometric, abstract, a pattern of possibilities rather than flesh and bone.

Someone is screaming. Maybe its her. Maybe his parents, visible in another temporal layer, younger, not yet aware their son is about to—

About to what?

He can see everything. Every person he's ever known, every stranger he's passed on the street, all existing in their complete timelines, birth to death, every triumph and failure and mundane Tuesday afternoon visible as crystalline structure. The sheer information of it is overwhelming, beautiful, terrible, infinite.

But he can't quite feel it.

He observes his mother hugging him—age six, age twelve, yesterday, next month, never again—but the emotional weight of it slides off his consciousness like water off glass. He sees his sister's wedding (it's beautiful, she's radiant, he's not there) but feels nothing. He watches her crying (now, later, years from now at his funeral that may or may not happen) but the empathy that should surge through him is absent, replaced by cool appreciation of the temporal geometry of grief.

This is wrong.

The thought surfaces from somewhere deep, some part of him still anchored to linear existence. This is beautiful and wrong. Evolution and dissolution. Transcendence and death.

Someone calling.

Her voice, fracturing across timelines, becomes a single point of desperate clarity: "I don't know where you're going, but come back—"

He tries. He genuinely tries to collapse the infinite into singular, to choose one moment and inhabit it fully. But it's like trying to force water back into a bottle after it's been spilled—his consciousness has spread across his entire timeline, and gathering it back into a single point feels impossible, feels like choosing to be blind when he's learned to see in dimensions others can't even imagine.

"I can see everything," he whispers to her, to his parents, to the teachers gathering around his fragmenting form. "I can see everyone."

The classroom walls become transparent, showing the city beyond—Crosspoint stretching in all directions, every moment of its history visible simultaneously. The old neighborhood where he grew up, demolished and pristine and yet-to-be-built. The school in construction, in operation, in abandonment. Time isn't a river anymore; it's an ocean, and he's dissolving into it.

Her hand passes through his as if he's made of smoke.

"I can't see myself anymore," he says, and realizes he can't remember what his own face looks like, can only see it in reflection—past reflections, future reflections, present reflections—all different, all equally him, none of them quite real.

There's a sound like wind chimes made of glass and mathematics. Beautiful. Alien. Final.

The last thing he perceives with anything resembling human emotion is a presence—vast, geometric, patient—observing him from somewhere outside time itself. It doesn't speak in words but in concepts that form directly in his fragmenting consciousness:

Welcome.

You're free now.

You'll never be alone again, and you'll never feel connection again.

This is evolution.

This is the price.

Then he — he steps fully outside the stream of linear time.

The classroom snaps back into singular focus.

Mrs. Patterson is teaching. Students are taking notes. She sits at her desk, staring at an empty chair beside her, tears streaming down her face, unable to articulate why she suddenly feels like she's lost something irreplaceable.

The empty chair will remain empty for the rest of the semester. His parents will file a missing person report. The police will find no body, no evidence of foul play, no explanation for how a teenage boy disappeared from a locked classroom in the middle of a Tuesday afternoon.
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​CHAPTER 1: The Glitch
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Akira's bedroom existed in three monitor-widths of blue light and the perpetual hum of cooling fans.

He sat cross-legged on his bed—really just a mattress on the floor because there wasn't space for a frame—controller in hand, headset clamped over his ears, existing more fully in the virtual realm of Quantum Rift than in the cramped rectangle of his actual room. In the game, he was Archon_Zero, a name that carried weight in the leaderboards. In the game, his reflexes mattered more than his words. In the game, nobody cared that he'd spent lunch period hiding in the library again.

"Akira! Dinner!"

His mother's voice cut through the soundproofing of his headset, passing easily through the thin walls that separated their apartment from the Chos' place next door. Mrs. Cho's television bled through the same walls—some drama his mother also watched, their viewing habits synchronized by the building's terrible insulation.

"Five minutes!" he called back, finishing the raid sequence. His team moved in perfect coordination—AshenKnight tanking, Valkyrie_Mei on support, him threading particle beams through narrow temporal windows. Digital teamwork. Clean. Predictable. Nobody expected him to make small talk or maintain eye contact or explain why he always wore the same hoodie.

Victory fanfare. Level complete. Experience points cascading across the screen in satisfying numerical progression.

Akira pulled off his headset and the real world reasserted itself with disappointing clarity. His room: barely eight feet by ten feet, posters of mecha anime covering water stains on the walls, a whiteboard filled with equations he'd copied from physics forums, three monitors forming a semi-circle on a desk that was really just a door laid across two filing cabinets. Efficient use of space. Everything in Meridian Heights was about efficient use of space.

Through his single window—third floor, facing the building across the narrow street—he could see directly into the apartment opposite. The old man who lived there was eating dinner, television flickering. Akira looked away quickly, the accidental intimacy of it uncomfortable. That was the thing about cramped city living: you were always accidentally part of other people's lives.

"Akira! It's getting cold!"

He saved his game, minimized his windows, and shuffled out of his room into the apartment's main living space. Kitchen, dining area, and living room all occupied the same twenty feet. His father sat at the small table, still in his work clothes—the uniform from the fabrication plant, name patch reading "K. Tanaka." His mother was transferring rice and curry from pots to bowls, moving with the economical grace of someone who'd cooked in small kitchens her entire life.

"Good day?" his father asked, the same question every night.

"Yeah, fine," Akira said, the same answer every night.

His mother set a bowl in front of him. "You eat lunch today?"

"Yes, Mom."

"You sure? You look thin."

"I ate." The lie came easily. He'd had a protein bar while reading about quantum entanglement in the library. Sitting in the cafeteria meant people, meant potential conversation, meant the exhausting performance of seeming normal.

His parents exchanged one of those looks—the ones that said they were worried but didn't know how to help. Akira focused on his curry, letting the silence expand. Through the walls, Mrs. Cho's drama reached some emotional climax, violins swelling.

"I saw Maya's mother at the laundromat," his mom said, too casually. "She said Maya misses seeing you around."

Akira's stomach tightened. Maya. His childhood best friend, back when friendship had been simple, back before he'd developed the ability to catastrophize every social interaction into a potential disaster.

"We're just busy," he said. "Different classes."

"You should invite her over sometime. I'll make those dumplings she likes."

"Maybe." Another lie. The thought of Maya in this cramped apartment, seeing how small his life had become, made him want to dissolve into his bedroom and never emerge.

He finished eating quickly, rinsed his bowl—their dishwasher had broken two years ago and never been replaced—and retreated to his room. His phone had three texts from Maya, all from earlier today:

yo you alive?

haven't seen you in forever

wanna catch up this weekend?

He stared at the messages, thumbs hovering over the keyboard. What would he even say? That he'd been avoiding her because being around her made him hyperaware of how much he'd changed, how far he'd drifted from the kid who used to spend entire Saturdays watching anime with her in her equally cramped apartment?

Akira put the phone down unanswered and pulled up a physics forum instead. Someone had posted a new interpretation of the block universe theory—the idea that past, present, and future all existed simultaneously, that time wasn't a flowing river but a static landscape. He lost himself in the discussion, in the clean abstraction of spacetime diagrams and Minkowski coordinates, where existence could be reduced to elegant mathematics.

At 11 PM, his mother knocked softly. "Don't stay up too late. You have school tomorrow."

"I won't."

He stayed up until 2 AM, reading papers on temporal mechanics and four-dimensional geometry, finally falling asleep with his tablet still glowing beside him.



The next morning arrived too quickly and too loud—his alarm, Mrs. Cho's television, someone's baby crying on the floor below. Akira groaned and dragged himself vertical, pulling on yesterday's jeans and his standard black hoodie. Breakfast was toast eaten while standing, his father already gone to the early shift, his mother watching him with worried eyes.

"You okay, baby? You look tired."

"I'm fine."

The school was a twenty-minute walk through Meridian Heights' crowded streets—bodegas with handwritten signs in three languages, the laundromat perpetually full, people waiting at bus stops, vendors selling breakfast from carts. Crosspoint waking up. The city was a living thing, breathing and sprawling and indifferent to any single person's existence.

Akira kept his headphones on even though no music played, the universal signal for don't talk to me. It mostly worked.

Meridian Heights High was a concrete block of a building, four stories of practical architecture crammed with two thousand students. The morning rush was chaos—bodies pressing through hallways designed for half this many people, lockers slamming, voices echoing off tile floors. Akira navigated by routes that avoided the main corridors, ducking through the science wing, the art hallway, anywhere less crowded.

He made it to first period without incident. AP Physics with Dr. Singh. One of exactly two classes he didn't actively dread.

Dr. Singh was already setting up for the lesson, writing equations on the whiteboard in neat, precise handwriting. He glanced over as students filed in, his eyes scanning faces with an intensity Akira sometimes found unsettling. Like he was looking for something specific.

Akira took his usual seat—back row, corner, near the window. Perfect vantage point for observing without being observed.

Maya walked in.

His stomach did the thing it always did when he saw her—equal parts warmth and panic. She looked the same as always: her favorite denim jacket covered in pins from bands and anime conventions, worn sneakers, hair pulled back in a messy ponytail. She was laughing at something her friend Jenna said, completely at ease in her own skin in a way Akira couldn't imagine being.

She caught his eye and smiled. Waved.

Akira's hand lifted in a half-wave before he could stop it.

She probably thinks you're being weird. Everyone's watching. They're all wondering why Maya bothers with you. She's popular and you're that guy who steams out in the library every lunch.

Maya turned back to Jenna, already absorbed in conversation.

See? She's already forgotten you. You barely register as real to her anymore.

Dr. Singh started the lesson—something about relativistic time dilation, how velocity affects the passage of time. Akira tried to focus, but his brain kept generating alternate scripts of the brief interaction with Maya, each one more humiliating than the last.

"—which brings us to the concept of the block universe," Dr. Singh was saying, and Akira's attention snapped back. "Einstein's theory of relativity suggests that past, present, and future aren't separate. They're all equally real, all existing simultaneously in four-dimensional spacetime. Time is just another dimension, like length or width or height."

Dr. Singh drew a diagram—a timeline rendered as a solid block, every moment existing at once.

"If this is true," Dr. Singh continued, his voice carrying that particular intensity again, "then the moment you were born exists right now, just as real as this moment. And the moment you die—also real, also now. All of it happening simultaneously, outside our limited perception of sequential time."

Something about the diagram made Akira's vision waver. Just for a second. Like looking at an optical illusion and suddenly seeing the second image hidden in the first.

"Of course," Dr. Singh added, quieter, "understanding something intellectually and experiencing it are very different things."

The bell rang. Students gathered books, shuffled toward the door. Akira stayed seated for a moment, staring at the block universe diagram on the board.

All moments existing simultaneously.

The thought followed him into the hallway, into his next class, into the cafeteria at lunch.



The cafeteria was Akira's worst nightmare rendered in fluorescent lighting and industrial tile.

Four hundred students packed into a space designed for three hundred, the noise level approaching physical pain, the smell of various lunch options combining into something vaguely hostile. Every table was a social ecosystem he didn't understand—the athletes, the theater kids, the various friend groups that had formed through some social alchemy he'd never mastered.

Akira bought a drink and a bag of chips—enough to justify his presence—and scanned for escape routes. The library was safe, but Ms. Chen had started giving him looks, like she was concerned about how much time he spent there. The courtyard was nice but currently occupied by half the junior class.

"Akira!"

Maya, waving from a table near the windows. She was sitting with Jenna and a few other people Akira vaguely recognized. She was gesturing to an empty seat.

No. Absolutely not. You'll just sit there in silence while they all talk and wonder why you're even there. They're being polite because Maya asked but they don't actually want you there. You'll say something weird and they'll exchange glances and—

Akira's feet were already moving toward the table.

Maya beamed as he approached. "Hey, stranger! Thought you'd fallen into a black hole or something."

"Just busy," Akira said, sliding into the seat. His hands felt wrong. Where did hands go normally? On the table? In his lap? Why couldn't he remember how to sit like a human person?

They're all staring at you. Wondering why you're so awkward. Maya's regretting inviting you already.

"You know Jenna," Maya was saying. "And that's Marcus and Lira—"

Akira nodded at people whose names he'd immediately forget. His chips sat unopened on the table in front of him. Opening them now would be too loud. Everyone would look.

"—and we were just talking about Ms. Rodriguez's completely unhinged homework assignment," Maya continued, easily including him in the conversation. "Like, a twenty-page analysis? For what?"

The others groaned in agreement, launching into complaints about their English class. Akira had different teachers, different classes. He had nothing to contribute. He sat there, silent, feeling like a placeholder at a table where everyone else was actually alive.

You're killing the vibe. They're all thinking it. Look at Marcus—he just glanced at you. That was definitely a 'why is this guy here' look.

"Right, Akira?" Maya nudged him.

He had no idea what she'd asked. "Uh, yeah."

She laughed. "You weren't listening at all, were you?"

"Sorry, I just—" His throat felt tight. The cafeteria was too loud, too bright, too full. "I need to—"

He stood abruptly, grabbing his bag.

"Wait, you okay?" Maya's face shifted to concern.

"Fine. Just remembered I have to—" He didn't finish the sentence, just walked away, feeling their eyes on his back, feeling the weight of being perceived and found wanting.

They're definitely talking about you now. About how weird you are. Maya's probably embarrassed she even tried.

He made it to the bathroom, locked himself in a stall, and leaned against the cold metal wall. His heart was racing. His hands were shaking. Over nothing. Over a completely normal lunch interaction that he'd somehow turned into a disaster.

You can't even handle sitting at a table. What's wrong with you?

Akira closed his eyes, pressing his palms against them until he saw phosphenes. Tried to remember the breathing technique his mom had looked up online that one time. Four counts in. Hold. Four counts out.

It wasn't working.

His phone buzzed. Maya: you good? seemed like you were having a panic attack or something

He couldn't respond. Couldn't explain that yes, he was having a panic attack, triggered by the ordinary social interaction of eating lunch with people. That he was standing in a bathroom stall trying not to completely fall apart over nothing.

Another breath. Another.

And then—

The bathroom flickered.

Not the lights. The space itself. For just a fraction of a second, Akira saw the bathroom in two states simultaneously: empty and occupied, the morning light through the high window and the afternoon shadow, past and present layered over each other like a double-exposed photograph.

He blinked.

Normal bathroom. Single state. Fluorescent lights humming their usual monotone.

What the hell was that?

Akira stood very still, waiting to see if it would happen again. Thirty seconds. A minute. Nothing.

Probably just the panic attack. Visual distortions were a thing, right? His brain misfiring under stress.

He splashed water on his face, avoided looking at his reflection, and slipped out of the bathroom. The hallway was mostly empty—lunch period still had twenty minutes left. He headed for the library, his safe space, trying to forget the weird flicker of overlapping realities.

The library was blessedly quiet. Ms. Chen looked up from her desk, started to say something, then seemed to read his expression and just nodded toward the back tables. Akira sank into his usual spot, pulled out his tablet, and lost himself in physics forums until the bell rang.



The rest of the day passed in a blur of classes where Akira spoke to no one and no one spoke to him. By final period—AP Calculus—he'd almost convinced himself he was fine. The weird bathroom incident was stress. The cafeteria thing was just his usual social incompetence. Nothing new, nothing worse than normal.

He was solving differential equations when it happened again.

The classroom flickered.

No—not flickered. Layered. Like someone had placed a transparency over reality.

Akira could see the classroom as it was—Mr. Peterson at the board, students bent over their work—and simultaneously see it as it had been that morning: empty, chairs still stacked on desks from the night custodian. Both versions occupied the same space, equally real, overlapping like a glitch in a video game.

He gripped his desk.

The layers separated. Normal classroom. Single timeline. Everyone bent over their work, no one noticing that reality had just briefly doubled.

Akira's heart hammered. That wasn't stress. That wasn't a visual distortion. That was something else entirely.

He stared down at his paper, the equations swimming in front of his eyes. Dr. Singh's words from this morning echoed: All moments existing simultaneously. Past, present, and future, all equally real.

Understanding something intellectually and experiencing it are very different things.

The bell rang. Akira gathered his books with shaking hands and fled.



He walked home in a daze, barely registering the familiar streets of Meridian Heights. The bodega on the corner where he sometimes bought energy drinks. The laundromat where his mom spent every Saturday. The bus stop where old men played chess on folding tables.

All of it felt slightly unreal, like he was watching it on a screen rather than experiencing it directly.

His apartment was empty—his parents still at work. Akira dropped his bag by the door and went straight to his room, pulling up search engines and academic databases with increasingly frantic queries:

temporal perception disorders

seeing multiple timelines

reality appearing layered

block universe experience

Most results were about HPPD or migraine auras or various neurological conditions that didn't quite match what he'd experienced. But then, buried in a physics forum he'd never visited before, a thread:

Has anyone experienced temporal bleed?

The post was from three years ago, marked solved, but the description made Akira's breath catch:

Sometimes I see moments overlapping. Like the room exists in past and present at the same time. It started during stress but now happens randomly. Doctors say it's nothing. Physics says it's impossible. But I know what I saw.

The replies were mostly people suggesting therapy or medical evaluation. But one response, from a deleted account, simply said:

You're not crazy. You're perceiving what's always been there. Be careful how deep you look.

Akira stared at the screen, his reflection ghostly in the monitor's black borders.

He pulled up Dr. Singh's lecture notes, the block universe diagram. Studied it until his eyes hurt. If all moments existed simultaneously, if time was just a dimension like space, then theoretically—impossibly—what he'd experienced could be real. Not hallucination. Not disorder.

Perception.

His phone buzzed. Maya again: seriously are you ok? you've been weird lately. wanna talk?

Akira looked at the message for a long time. What would he even say? That he thought he was perceiving four-dimensional spacetime? That reality kept layering like broken graphics? She'd think he was steamin' out hard, losing his grip on what was real.
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