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CHAPTER ONE

	The Zero Point Altitude

	─────────────────────────────────────

	The mountain did not want them there.

	Not in the way a hiker feels the grind of granite through worn boot soles, or the dull protest of joints that have been abused for six hours on a steep incline. He felt it as an architect—a man who had spent fifteen years learning to read the honesty of structures, the load-bearing truth of walls, the narrative geometry of space. He felt it the way he felt the wrongness of a room where the ceiling was three inches too low, or a corridor that was six inches too narrow: as a deep, physical unease, a disagreement between his body and the world it occupied.

	The ridge they had named “The Glass Spine” in the trip-planning documents was failing his internal geometry. The distances were wrong. Not dramatically—not in the way that would make you stop and point—but in the subtle, persistent way of a painting hung a single degree off-level. You couldn’t identify the flaw, but you couldn’t stop feeling it. The shadows cast by the jagged basalt pillars didn’t lengthen as the sun dipped west. They vibrated. Not wind-shake or heat-shimmer, but something more fundamental, as if the photons comprising those shadows were unsure of their assignment.

	He had tried to explain it to Sarah forty minutes ago, around the time his smartwatch had first begun displaying the time as a sequence of corrupted characters. She had listened with the patient, slightly condescending attention of a woman who had spent a decade in emergency medicine and trusted empirical data over architectural intuition.

	“Ethan. You’re doing it again.”

	Her voice cut through the thin, biting air like a scalpel. She was ten paces behind him, her surgical precision evident even in the way she moved across the loose shale—not hiking, exactly, but navigating. Each foot placement deliberate. Each shift of weight considered. Sarah didn’t consume terrain; she processed it.

	“You’re staring at the horizon like you’re trying to find a structural flaw in the sky.”

	He wiped a crust of ice from his eyebrow and turned. Sarah Chen was a compact, efficient woman of thirty-four, with a ponytail threaded through the back of a faded Stanford Medicine cap that she wore in all weather as a kind of secular talisman. She had dark eyes that defaulted to clinical assessment—eyes that were currently performing a rapid evaluation of his pallor, his posture, his breathing rate.

	“The horizon is shifting.” He pointed west, toward the pale white dome of Mount Rainier floating above the haze. “That peak. Ten minutes ago it was thirty degrees to our west. Now it looks like it’s moved five degrees closer to the sun. Mountains don’t move, Sarah. Not in ten minutes. Not at all.”

	She didn’t look where he was pointing. She was checking her own pulse—two fingers pressed to the inside of her wrist, her lips moving as she counted. An old ER habit, the organic equivalent of running a self-diagnostic.

	“Altitude,” she said, with the finality of a diagnosis. “Hypoxia does peculiar things to spatial perception. We’re at nearly eight thousand feet and none of us are acclimatized. Your visual cortex is oxygen-deprived. It’s trying to construct coherent three-dimensional space from degraded input, and it’s making mistakes.”

	“I’ve been to altitude before. I helped design a library at twelve thousand feet in Colorado. I know what hypoxia feels like.”

	“Then you know it doesn’t announce itself. It makes you feel certain while making you wrong.” She finally allowed herself a glance at Rainier. Her expression didn’t change, but there was a brief, involuntary pause. A recalibration. “We need to find the hut.”

	“It’s not just the altitude,” called Chloe from the rear.

	She was the youngest of them at twenty-seven, and the only one who seemed genuinely comfortable in the discomfort—not because she was physically stronger, but because she had spent so many years living inside her own head that the external world was largely decorative. A software engineer at a Seattle infrastructure startup, Chloe Park moved through physical space with the mild, abstracted curiosity of someone visiting a foreign country whose customs she found interesting but not binding. She was currently staring at her ruggedized tablet, the one built for field researchers and military contractors, the one that was rated to survive drops, submersion, and temperatures down to negative forty degrees. The screen was reflecting a pale, troubled light onto her face.

	“My GPS has lost its satellite handshake,” she said. “But not because of signal strength—the satellites are still up there, I can see them in the constellation map. The handshake is failing because the protocol is returning an Invalid Epoch error.”

	“English, Chloe,” said Mark, from just behind her.

	He was the one who had suggested the trip, conceived of it eight months ago as a fortieth birthday present to himself, a chance to put his body through something that would remind him he was still a physical creature and not merely a consciousness suspended in a leather office chair. He was a history professor at the University of Washington—a large, untidy man with a white-streaked beard and the endearing quality of finding everything more interesting than was warranted. He was currently finding the hike significantly less interesting than he had anticipated. He was leaning on his carbon-fiber trekking poles at an angle that suggested his knees were having a separate, more difficult conversation with the mountain.

	“The epoch,” Chloe said, with the infinite patience she reserved for explaining technology to people over thirty-five, “is the reference point the GPS system uses to calculate time. Every satellite signal is timestamped. The tablet compares those timestamps against its internal clock to triangulate position. But the internal clock has reset.” She turned the tablet toward Mark. “It thinks it’s January first, 1970. Zero hours, zero minutes, zero seconds. Unix time zero.”

	Mark stared at the screen. “The clocks reset themselves to zero?”

	“Every device I’ve checked. It’s not a battery failure. The devices are running. They’re just…” She searched for the right word. “…confused about when they are.”

	Ethan looked at his own smartwatch. The face was not blank but was something worse than blank—it was actively failing, cycling through fragments of data, cascading error codes that flickered and vanished before he could read them. The watch face looked like a television trying to tune to a channel that had gone off the air.

	He looked up at the sky. The sun was still there, but something about its light had changed character. It was pale now, not golden—the flat, fluorescent glare of a bulb nearing the end of its useful life. The light had lost its directionality. Shadows, where they existed at all, were pointing in directions that didn’t correspond to any sun position he could identify.

	“We need to find the Alpine Hut,” Mark said, with the conviction of a man who believed in the redemptive power of destination. “We’ve been hiking for six hours. It should have been right around that next bend.” He began moving without waiting for agreement, which was either courage or the desperate flight from stopping, and Ethan had stopped being able to tell the difference an hour ago.

	They rounded the bend.

	There was no hut.

	What there was instead was a plateau. Perfectly flat, roughly a hundred meters across, composed of obsidian-colored basalt that had been sheared off so cleanly it looked machined rather than geological. The surface was unbroken except for a spider-web of hairline fractures that radiated outward from the precise center of the plateau, as if something enormous had struck it from above, long ago, and the rock had simply refused to shatter—had absorbed the impact and closed itself around the wound.

	And at the center, above the spider-web fractures, the air was doing something that Ethan’s mind could not immediately file under any existing category.

	It was shimmering. But not the way heat shimmers above summer asphalt, that liquid distortion born of rising thermals. This was colder than that, more deliberate. It looked like a vertical seam in the world, a place where the fabric of the visible had been pulled back a centimeter and something else—not air, not light, but something that had the structural properties of neither—was visible in the gap. It was approximately two meters tall and perhaps thirty centimeters wide, and it did not cast a shadow. Instead, it seemed to consume the light that approached it, darkening the air in a rough corona around its perimeter.

	Inside the seam, Ethan could see violet.

	Not a color so much as a frequency. A living, pulsing violet that moved the way veins move when you press them—rhythmically, with biological intent.

	“Stop,” Sarah said, very quietly. She had stopped walking. Her hand had gone to the bear spray on her hip with an instinct that was already telling her the bear spray would be useless, but that the instinct toward protection was the right instinct. “Everyone stop.”

	The sound arrived then.

	It didn’t come from any direction. That was the first thing Ethan registered—sound has a source, a vector, a point of origin you can triangulate the way you triangulate a satellite signal. This had none. It arrived the way temperature arrives: everywhere at once, occupying the space you occupied, indifferent to the concept of distance. It started as a vibration below the threshold of hearing, something he felt first in the cartilage of his knees, then in his molars, then in the fluid-filled chambers of his inner ear. A bass note so low and so continuous that it was less sound than it was a property of the air.

	Thrum.

	Thrum.

	Thrum.

	“That’s not mechanical,” Chloe said. Her voice was tight, stripped of its usual ironic remove. She had her tablet raised, pointed at the seam, and was staring at the readouts with an expression that cycled rapidly between scientific excitement and something closer to dread. “It’s not acoustic either, technically. The waveform on this sensor is…” She stopped. “Mark, I need you to understand that what I’m about to say is a literal description of what this instrument is measuring, not a metaphor.”

	“Chloe.”

	“It’s measuring data. The waveform has structure. Repetition, variation, syntax. Whatever that thing is, it’s not emitting noise—it’s broadcasting.”

	Ethan had been walking toward it.

	He became aware of this the way you sometimes become aware, mid-sentence, that you have been talking for too long—with a slight, delayed shock of self-observation, a recognition that the body has been operating under instructions the conscious mind hadn’t ratified. His feet were moving. Each step placed with care on the obsidian surface. Each step bringing him closer to the violet seam and the thrum that was now not just in his teeth but behind his eyes, a pressure that was not quite pain and not quite pleasure but that occupied the same neural real estate.

	The compulsion was physical. Not irresistible in the dramatic, horror-movie sense—he did not feel hijacked. He felt called. There was a difference. Being hijacked was a violation; being called was an answer to a question he hadn’t known he’d been asking. The frequency resonated with something in him, some frequency he’d been broadcasting unconsciously his whole life, and for the first time something was broadcasting back.

	“Ethan.” Sarah’s voice, sharp and clinical. “Ethan, stop.”

	“Ethan!” Mark, louder.

	He turned. They were still at the edge of the plateau, ten meters back, and he observed with a remote, architectural curiosity that Mark was running toward him—was demonstrably, visibly running—and yet the distance between them was not changing. The space between them was expanding at the same rate Mark was crossing it, like two points on the surface of an inflating balloon, always ten meters apart.

	He turned back to the seam.

	Up close, it was not a hole. A hole implies the absence of something, a vacancy in a solid medium. This was a presence. A doorway—though the word felt inadequate—constructed from violet light that moved like slow lightning, and a mercury-silver radiance that flowed upward in defiance of gravity. The air at its margins was cold. Not mountain-cold, which is a wet, moving cold with personality. This was the cold of deep space, of the absolute zero where molecules cease their thermal argument and go still. It was the cold of a thing that had never been warm.

	He became aware that he could hear it individually now, beneath the thrum—a sub-harmonic structure, the way you can hear individual instruments once you know a symphony well enough. There were layers. And the deepest layer, the one that resonated in the architectural center of him, sounded less like a sound and more like a name.

	Not his name. Something larger than a name. A coordinate. A reference number. An address.

	He turned one last time to look at his friends. Sarah had her hands cupped around her mouth, was still shouting, the words arriving at him flattened and strange, robbed of urgency by whatever the seam was doing to the local physics of sound transmission. Mark had stopped running—had given up, or had perhaps simply ceased to be able to close the distance. Chloe was still filming, still measuring, the scientist’s reflex stronger than fear, though her face above the tablet was very pale.

	To them, Ethan would later understand, he was already wrong. His outline had begun to ghost—to trail itself, leaving translucent after-images that persisted for half a second before fading, so that he appeared to be standing in five slightly different positions simultaneously. He was becoming, from their perspective, a multiple-exposure photograph. A man in the process of being revised.

	“I can see it,” he said.

	His voice didn’t come from his mouth. He watched Sarah flinch—watched her hand fly to her temple as if she’d been struck—and understood that the words had arrived directly, bypassing the mechanical translation of vocal cords and eardrums. Pure information, transmitted at the speed of thought.

	“The mountain isn’t made of rock. It’s made of intent.” The words were not his own—or rather, they were his, but they were his the way the refraction of light through a prism is the light’s own property, just organized differently than before. “The hut isn’t missing. It just wasn’t rendered today.”

	“Ethan, you are not making sense!” Sarah’s voice broke on the last word, and in the breaking of it, he heard the twelve years of friendship compressed to a single frequency—the years of group dinners and bad movies and her wedding, and the three days she’d spent at his bedside after the accident, and the particular way she laughed with her whole body when something genuinely surprised her. He heard all of it, and he loved it, and he could feel himself becoming too large for it, the way you outgrow a childhood home not because the home gets smaller but because you grow and the proportions stop being true.

	“There is no trail, Sarah,” he said, and his eyes—he felt them change, felt the warmth drain out of them as something cooler and more absolute flooded in. “There is only the script. And I have just found the exit.”

	He reached out his right hand and touched the violet light.

	The contact lasted less than a second.

	In that less-than-a-second, Ethan Cross experienced the following, in no discernible order: the complete geometric structure of every building he had ever designed, rendered simultaneously as a single unified object; the face of his wife, rendered with a resolution and specificity that the biological visual cortex is incapable of—every pore, every capillary, every photon of light that had ever reflected off her into his eyes; a sound that was not a sound but a complete logical proof, a self-demonstrating argument that collapsed every framework he had ever used to understand the nature of matter and time; and then, finally, briefly, a number.

	The number was eleven.

	The thrum became a shriek. Not a mechanical shriek—a harmonic one, the sound of a system exceeding the limits of its containment, the digital equivalent of a scream. A shockwave erupted from the point of contact, an expanding dome of white fire that had no heat—a clean, absolute light that bleached the color from the obsidian, that flattened the scrub brush at the plateau’s edge to the ground, that propagated outward and struck the three remaining friends with the force of a concussive blast.

	Mark was lifted off his feet. He landed four meters back, on the slope below the plateau, and lay still for a moment that was too long.

	Sarah was thrown backward and sideways, her body doing an involuntary half-rotation, and she came down hard on her left shoulder, the bear spray spinning away across the rock.

	Chloe was knocked flat. The tablet described an arc, struck the obsidian, and exploded into shards of polymer and circuitboard. The screen—fractured into a mosaic of broken glass—continued to glow for approximately three seconds after impact, which was not how tablets behaved under any parameters Chloe had encountered, and which she would later consider to be the most significant data point of the entire incident.

	Then silence.

	The absolute, pressurized silence of a world that has just discharged something enormous.

	The violet seam was gone. The thrum was gone. The pale, sickly light was gone—the sun had snapped back to its natural, low-angled autumn gold, casting long and perfectly behaved shadows across the plateau in exactly the directions that physics required. The air was cold and clean and carried the smell of pine resin from the tree line below, and somewhere distant a bird was producing a sequence of notes that sounded obscenely normal.

	Sarah got to her feet. Her left shoulder was on fire—rotator cuff, probably not torn, she catalogued automatically, because the clinical mind does not take emergencies off. Her ears were ringing with a tone that she would carry for three days. She looked at the center of the plateau.

	The obsidian floor had been transformed in a circle approximately three meters in diameter. The basalt—that hard, igneous, nearly indestructible rock—had melted and re-solidified. Not in the rough, bubbly way lava cools into new rock. In the way glass cools: smoothly, with total molecular surrender, every crystal structure releasing its memory and accepting a new one. The circle was translucent. If you looked through it at the right angle, you could see the stone below in perfect, amber-tinted clarity.

	Inside the glass, caught at its precise center as if placed there by a jeweler, was a gold wedding band.

	Sarah walked to it. She crouched. She did not touch it—could not, yet—but she lowered herself until her face was inches from the glass surface and she looked at the ring through her own reflection. She knew this ring. She had held it at the ceremony, eight years ago. She had watched it go onto Ethan’s finger and had felt the particular joy of witnessing a person step into the life they had been building toward.

	The ring was not damaged. It was not warped by heat or impact. It sat in the perfect glass as if the glass had been poured around it, as if it had been the seed crystal from which the whole circle had grown.

	“Ethan?”

	The word came out as a whisper, which was not what she had intended. She had intended a shout, a command, the tone she used in the trauma bay when she needed a patient to stay present and conscious. But the word came out soft because the plateau was so completely empty, so utterly devoid of any presence that could receive a shout, that raising her voice would have been absurd. The mountain would simply absorb it, and nothing would come back.

	Mark reached her first, crawling, then rising to his knees beside her. His face was lacerated on the left side where flying grit had found him, and blood was tracking down his jaw in thin lines that the cold air was already beginning to freeze. He looked at the glass circle. He looked at the empty space above it. He looked at the ring.

	The history professor, whose professional life was the study of events that could not be undone, said nothing for a long time. Then he said, with a quietness that had nothing to do with volume: “He’s not here, Sarah. He’s just—” He stopped, because the sentence had no available ending that corresponded to anything in his existing framework. “He’s just not in the world anymore.”

	Chloe was sitting cross-legged beside her ruined equipment, conducting an inventory of damage with the methodical calm of someone who is using methodology as a wall against something that would otherwise be very large. The tablet was destroyed. The portable weather station was destroyed. Her phone showed a cracked screen but was still powered—it displayed the same Invalid Epoch error as before, the clock frozen at zero.

	The tablet’s main screen was rubble.

	But a single secondary display module—a small, separate indicator strip along the device’s lower edge, a status panel for system processes, something most users never looked at—was still active. Its screen was cracked diagonally, but through the crack, in text small enough to require leaning close, a line of code was pulsing with a faint, steady blue-white light.

	She leaned close.

	[SYS_ERR: ENTITY_01_REMOVED_FROM_SIM]

	[RE-INDEXING TIMELINE…]

	Chloe read it twice. She read it a third time, in case the third time would cause the words to resolve themselves into something that could be explained by the body of knowledge she had accumulated in twenty-seven years of human experience, software engineering, and three years of amateur astrophysics.

	They did not resolve.

	“Sarah,” she said, very carefully, the way you speak near something that might startle. “Mark. You need to see this.”

	They came. They read it. The three of them crouched around the broken display in the late-afternoon light, and the word ENTITY settled into each of them in different ways—Sarah resisting it clinically, Mark absorbing it historically, Chloe organizing it architecturally, looking for the load-bearing structures of its meaning.

	Behind them, the mountain moved.

	Not in the way mountains move in earthquakes—with violence, with the grinding of tectonic reality. It moved the way a computer screen moves when the resolution is dropped suddenly, brutally, from full clarity to something too low to support the complexity of the image. The jagged basalt peaks behind them—the ones they had spent six hours climbing—went soft at the edges. The shadows became gray approximations. The texture of the rock face smoothed out to something that looked less like real stone and more like a description of stone.

	For approximately four seconds, the Cascade Mountains looked like a photograph taken with the wrong lens.

	Then—a sound like a very distant thunderclap, the kind that reaches you long after the lightning, attenuated by miles of intervening air—everything snapped back.

	Back, but different.

	Sarah turned in a slow circle. The trail they had hiked—the one that switchbacked down through the tree line in a series of careful, maintained turns, the trail that had cost Mark’s knees six hours of argument—was gone. In its place was an unbroken slope of loose scree, gray and featureless, that looked as if no human foot had ever disturbed it.

	The trees were denser than before. Not observably denser—not in a way you could photograph and compare and say: here are thirty additional trees. Just denser in the way of a forest that has had more time than it should have. Older. More established. As if the forty-five minutes they had spent on the plateau had somehow translated, for the mountain, into a decade.

	Mark looked at the missing trail for a long time. He was a man who had spent his career in the careful reconstruction of events from fragmentary evidence—pottery shards, burn layers, the chemical signatures of old fires. He knew better than most people that the past was not fixed, that what we took to be history was an approximation built from incomplete data, a story we told ourselves about a reality we could never fully recover.

	He looked at where the trail had been.

	He looked at the glass circle, and the ring at its center, and the empty space above it.

	He looked at the line of code still pulsing on the broken tablet.

	The world had performed a hard reset. It had reloaded from an earlier save file—one that predated their arrival, predated the trail, predated the careful human modifications that made a wilderness navigable. It had rewritten the mountain around the event, patched the record.

	And in the patching, it had forgotten to include Ethan.

	Or perhaps—and this thought arrived in Mark with the cold, total clarity of a thing that cannot be unfelt once felt—it had not forgotten at all.

	Perhaps the absence was the point.

	— ✶ —

	 


CHAPTER TWO

	The Anomaly Protocol

	────────────────────────────────────

	Silence on a mountain is never truly silent.

	The silence that followed Ethan’s disappearance was not that kind of silence.

	It was a vacuum—not the absence of sound so much as the active suppression of it, as if the local atmosphere had been told to stop participating. It had the quality of a recording studio, of a room built to prevent the world from echoing back. Sarah, who had spent a decade in emergency medicine and understood the neurological difference between shock and simple fear, recognized this silence as the kind that follows a deletion. Not a loss. A removal.

	She was the first to move.

	Crawling, because standing felt presumptuous, felt like claiming authority over a situation that hadn’t finished revealing its terms. Her left shoulder screamed in protest as she put weight on it, and she classified the pain automatically—rotator cuff strain, not tear, she’d need imaging to confirm but the range of motion was still there—and then set it aside in the compartment where she put things that had to wait. She moved across the obsidian toward the glass circle.

	The rock was still warm. Not the residual warmth of sun-heated stone but something deeper, something cellular, as if the heat were rising from within the basalt itself rather than radiating from its surface. She pressed her palm flat against it and the warmth moved up her arm and into her chest like a current looking for ground.

	In the center of the circle, Ethan’s wedding band lay motionless. The gold caught what remained of the light and gave it back with an intensity that the light no longer deserved—a brightness that had no source, that was coming from somewhere the ring kept to itself.

	She reached toward it.

	“Don’t touch it!”

	Chloe’s voice fractured the silence like a stone through glass. Sarah jerked her hand back. Chloe was still sitting where she’d landed, clutching the wreckage of her tablet with both hands, holding it against her chest with the particular fierceness of someone who understands that the data matters more than the vessel. There were tears on her face, but her eyes were locked on the air above the circle with an expression that had moved, by some alchemical necessity, from grief to attention.

	“Sarah. Look at the air. It’s still… granular.”

	Sarah looked.

	The air around the perimeter of the glass circle was wrong. Not dramatically wrong—not wrong in a way that would register in peripheral vision or survive the skepticism of a second glance. But when you looked directly at it, held it in deliberate focus, you could see that the atmosphere there was not continuous. It was composed of units. Translucent cubes no larger than a grain of rice, flickering in and out of existence at a rate too fast to count but slow enough to perceive, each one blinking independently of its neighbors, as if the local fabric of space were running a self-diagnostic and periodically failing one pixel at a time.

	Voxels. The word arrived in Chloe’s mind with the specific satisfaction of correct terminology. Not a metaphor. A description. The three-dimensional equivalent of pixels, the fundamental unit of a volumetric display. The air above the glass circle was not air. It was a render. And it was rendering imperfectly.

	“We have to go,” Mark said.

	He was standing at the edge of the plateau, not looking at the glass or the voxels or the ring. He was looking at the mountain. Specifically, he was looking at the place where the trail had been. The trail that had cost him six hours and the goodwill of both knees. The trail that wound down through the tree line in a series of careful, numbered switchbacks installed by the National Forest Service and maintained by volunteer crews every spring. The trail that appeared on every map of this region going back forty years.

