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Prologue – The Moment Before
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There are moments in life that pass without notice, slipping quietly into the past without leaving any trace behind them, and then there are moments that divide everything—moments that come without warning, without permission, and without any regard for whether you are ready for them or not.

Ethan Cole did not know he was standing in one of those moments.

The rain had already begun to fall by the time he stepped off the bus, steady and cold, soaking into the pavement and turning the streets into reflections of blurred light and movement, and as he pulled his hood up and started toward home, his thoughts were elsewhere, scattered and unfocused, caught up in the same quiet indifference that had carried him through most of his days.

He did not notice the way the sky had darkened more than usual.

He did not notice the way the cars moved faster along the slick road.

He did not notice the way the moment was forming around him, piece by piece, as though something unseen had already set it into motion.

He only noticed what was directly in front of him.

The sidewalk.

The intersection.

The blinking crosswalk signal.

He stepped forward without hesitation.

It was a simple action.

A small one.

The kind of thing people do every day without thinking, without considering how easily something ordinary can become something else entirely.

And for a brief moment, everything remained exactly as it should have been.

The rain continued.

The street remained still.

The world moved forward in its quiet, familiar rhythm.

Until it didn’t.

The sound came first.

A sudden, violent screech that cut through the steady fall of rain, sharp and immediate, breaking the moment apart before it could settle into anything more, and as Ethan turned, his body reacting just a fraction too late, the world seemed to slow in a way that did not feel real, as though time itself had stretched beyond its limits.

The headlights appeared through the rain.

Too close.

Too fast.

Too late.

There was no time to move.

No time to think.

Only a single, suspended instant where everything that had once felt distant, unimportant, or unnoticed seemed to gather all at once, rushing forward into a clarity that had never existed before.

And then—

Impact.

The world disappeared.

Not gradually.

Not in pieces.

But completely.

As though everything he had ever known had been erased in a single moment, leaving behind nothing but silence.

And yet—

It was not the end.

Because somewhere beyond the noise, beyond the darkness, beyond everything he thought he understood...

Something else was waiting.
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Chapter 1 – The Day That Didn’t Matter
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Ethan Cole did not wake up thinking that the day would matter in any meaningful way, nor did he have any reason to believe that it would become anything more than another forgettable stretch of hours that would pass by slowly and without consequence, blending into the long line of ordinary days that had come before it and, as far as he was concerned, would continue long after.

The alarm beside his bed erupted into sound far earlier than he felt prepared to face, and with a groan of irritation that came more from habit than true exhaustion, he reached out from beneath the warmth of his blankets and silenced it with a careless slap, letting his hand fall back to the mattress as he stared up at the ceiling with a distant, unfocused gaze, as though he were already tired of a day that had not yet begun.

From somewhere downstairs, his mother’s voice rose clearly through the quiet of the house, calling his name with a firmness that suggested she had already called it once before and had not received the answer she expected.

“Ethan, you’re going to be late again.”

He closed his eyes for a moment, not in rest, but in resistance, as though by refusing to acknowledge the morning he might somehow delay its arrival, or at the very least avoid participating in it for just a little longer.

“I’m up,” he called back eventually, though the words carried little truth behind them, lingering in the air more as a reflex than a commitment.

There was nothing about school that drew him forward, nothing that stirred any sense of anticipation or purpose, and as he lay there for those extra moments he told himself, as he often did, that none of it really mattered anyway—not the assignments he hadn’t finished, not the teachers who would question him, and certainly not the quiet disappointment that seemed to follow him from room to room without ever fully being spoken aloud.

When he finally forced himself out of bed, it was not with urgency but with reluctant acceptance, moving slowly as he dressed and made his way downstairs, where the smell of toast lingered in the kitchen and his mother stood waiting, her expression caught somewhere between concern and exhaustion, as though she had been carrying the weight of this same conversation for far longer than either of them cared to admit.

“You didn’t do your homework again, did you?” she asked, her voice steady but edged with something deeper.

Ethan shrugged as he reached for a piece of toast, avoiding her eyes as though doing so might lessen the impact of the truth.

“I forgot,” he said, though even he knew how hollow the excuse sounded.

“You always forget,” she replied, not harshly, but with a quiet finality that made it clear this was not a new pattern, nor one she believed would change easily.

He took a bite, chewing slowly, offering no real response because there wasn’t one he felt was worth giving, and as the silence settled between them, his mother let out a soft sigh that seemed to carry more than just frustration, but a kind of worry that had been building over time.

“Everything matters, Ethan,” she said gently, though her words carried a weight he did not fully understand. “Even the small things.”

He nodded slightly, more to end the conversation than to agree with it, because in his mind, the small things didn’t matter at all, and if he was being honest with himself, neither did most of the big ones.

To him, it was just another day.

Just another morning.

Just another stretch of time that would pass without meaning.

And he had no way of knowing that before the day was over, everything he believed about that would be completely undone.
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Chapter 2 – The Weight of Small Things
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By the time Ethan stepped out of the house and into the pale light of the morning, the air carried a quiet chill that seemed to settle against his skin in a way he barely noticed, as though even the world around him had become something he moved through without fully experiencing, his thoughts already drifting ahead to the long, uneventful hours that waited for him at school.

The walk to the bus stop was short, familiar enough that he could have made it with his eyes closed, and in many ways it felt as though he already was, his feet following the same worn path while his mind wandered elsewhere, replaying fragments of conversations, unfinished thoughts, and a vague sense of irritation that had no clear source but seemed to linger nonetheless.

A few other kids were already gathered near the corner, their voices overlapping in casual conversation, laughter rising and falling in a rhythm that felt distant to him, as though it belonged to a different world entirely, one that he observed without ever quite stepping into.

“Hey, Ethan,” a voice called, breaking through the noise just enough to pull his attention back.

He glanced over to see Lucas standing a few feet away, his backpack slung over one shoulder and a half-smile on his face, the kind that came easily to him even in the early hours of the day.

“You finish the math?” Lucas asked, his tone hopeful but cautious, as though he already suspected the answer.

Ethan shook his head, shifting his weight slightly as he adjusted the strap on his own bag. “Didn’t feel like it.”

Lucas let out a quiet breath, somewhere between a laugh and a sigh, and ran a hand through his hair. “Man, you’re gonna get wrecked today. Mr. Hanley was already in a mood yesterday.”

“Yeah, well,” Ethan replied, his voice flat, “he’s always in a mood.”

Lucas studied him for a moment, as though trying to decide whether to push further, but before he could say anything else, the low rumble of the approaching bus filled the air, bringing with it a shift in the group as everyone instinctively gathered their things and stepped forward.

The ride to school passed in a blur of noise and movement, conversations overlapping in fragments that Ethan caught only pieces of, none of which held his attention for long, and as he stared out the window at the passing streets, he felt that same familiar sense of detachment settle over him again, as though he were watching his own life from a distance rather than living it.

When the bus finally pulled up to the school, the sudden rush of students moving toward the doors carried him along with them, his steps guided more by momentum than intention, and before long he found himself standing in the hallway outside his first class, the sound of lockers opening and closing echoing around him in a steady, chaotic rhythm.

Inside the
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