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    For those who choose to wake up, even when the dream is beautiful. And for the ones who remind us that the mud and the rain are what make us real.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "The way to see by faith is to shut the eye of reason."— Benjamin Franklin
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Chapter One: The Glitch in the Morning
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The sunlight in Zurich felt too perfect. It fell across the wooden table of the coffee shop in a way that looked like a painting. Hana sat by the window and watched the steam rise from her cup. She liked the heat on her palms. It was a cold Tuesday in November, but inside the cafe, the air smelled of roasted beans and sweet cinnamon.

Hana was a woman who noticed details. It was her job. As a senior engineer for a global predictive systems company, she spent her days looking for patterns. She built software that could guess when a bridge might need repair or when a city might run out of water. She was thirty-two years old, with dark hair tied back in a practical knot and eyes that always seemed to be searching for a small error in the world.

She looked at her watch. It was exactly eight o'clock and forty-two minutes in the morning.

Across the street, a young boy in a bright yellow jacket walked with his mother. He held a blue balloon. The string was loose. Hana watched as the boy tripped over a crack in the sidewalk. The balloon flew up, snagged on the branch of a bare maple tree, and popped with a sharp sound that made a nearby pigeon fly away. The boy began to cry. His mother knelt down to comfort him.

Hana felt a small pinch of sadness for the boy. It was a tiny, everyday tragedy. She took a sip of her coffee and looked back down at her laptop computer.

Then, the world seemed to shiver.

It was not an earthquake. The ground did not move. It was more like a blink of the eyes that lasted a second too long. Hana felt a cold wave of static pass through her skin. She looked up.

The boy in the yellow jacket was walking with his mother. He held a blue balloon. The string was loose.

Hana froze. She gripped her warm cup. She watched, her heart beating a little faster against her ribs.

The boy tripped over the same crack in the sidewalk. The balloon flew up. It snagged on the same branch of the maple tree. It popped. The pigeon flew away. The boy began to cry.

Hana looked at her watch. It was eight o'clock and forty-two minutes in the morning.

"No," she whispered to herself.

She stood up so quickly that her chair scraped loudly against the floor. A few people in the cafe looked at her, but she did not care. She stared out the window. The mother was kneeling down, exactly as she had a moment ago. Every movement was a perfect copy. The way the woman tucked a strand of hair behind her ear was identical to the first time Hana had seen it.

Hana grabbed her bag and her laptop. She did not finish her coffee. She walked out of the door, the small bell ringing above her head. The cold air hit her face, but it did not feel fresh. It felt heavy.

She walked toward the mother and the boy. The boy was still sobbing.

"Excuse me," Hana said. Her voice was soft but urgent.

The mother looked up. Her eyes were a deep brown, filled with a gentle exhaustion. "Yes? Can I help you?"

"Did that just happen?" Hana asked. She knew she sounded strange. "The balloon. Did it just happen twice?"

The mother frowned. She looked at her son and then back at Hana. "What do you mean? It just happened now. Poor Leo is heartbroken. It was his favorite color."

Hana looked at the sidewalk. There were no pieces of the first balloon. There was only the blue scrap of rubber currently hanging from the tree.

"I am sorry," Hana said, her face turning red. "I thought... I must be tired."

"We are all tired," the mother said with a small, kind smile. She stood up, holding the boy’s hand. "Have a better day, Miss."

Hana watched them walk away. She felt a deep sense of wrongness in her chest. She was a woman of logic. She believed in mathematics and physics. In the world of data, things did not repeat like a broken record unless there was a loop in the code.

She walked toward her office building. It was a tall structure made of glass and steel that reflected the grey sky. Her company, Nexus Global, occupied the top ten floors. They were the leaders in "Future Mapping." They told governments what would happen before it happened.

As she entered the lobby, the security guard smiled at her. His name was Thomas. He had worked there for twenty years.

"Good morning, Hana," Thomas said. "You look like you have seen a ghost."

"Something like that, Thomas," she replied. She stopped at his desk. "Tell me something. Do you ever feel like the day is repeating?"

Thomas laughed. It was a warm, belly laugh. "Every day, Hana. I sit here, I see the same people, I say the same things. That is just life when you get to my age."

"No," Hana said, leaning closer. "I mean literally. Like a video that jumps back to the start of the scene."

Thomas stopped laughing. He looked at her closely. "Are you feeling okay? Maybe you are working too hard on those new algorithms."

"Maybe," Hana said. But she did not believe it.

She went to the elevator and pressed the button for the forty-fourth floor. As the silver doors closed, she saw her reflection in the polished metal. She looked pale. She felt like she was waiting for the elevator to jump, for the doors to open back on the lobby, for Thomas to say "Good morning" all over again.

The elevator climbed smoothly. When she reached her floor, the office was already buzzing with the sound of typing and quiet conversation. Her team was gathered around a large central table covered in holographic displays.

A man named Soren looked up. He was a tall man from Denmark with a sharp mind and a kinder heart. He was Hana’s closest friend at the company.

"Hana, you are late," Soren said. He was not angry; he was curious. "That is not like you. You are usually here before the lights are even on."

"I saw something," Hana said. She sat down and opened her laptop. Her fingers were shaking slightly. "Soren, can you pull up the local surveillance feeds for the District Five coffee shop? The one on the corner of Bergstrasse."

Soren arched an eyebrow. "Why? Did someone steal your bagel?"

"Just do it, please."

Soren typed quickly. He was one of the best programmers Hana had ever known. A screen flickered to life above the table, showing the street outside the cafe. It was a live feed.

"Now," Hana said. "Rewind it five minutes. Watch the boy in the yellow jacket."

Soren moved the slider back. They watched the screen. There was the boy. There was the balloon.

"Okay," Soren said. "He trips. The balloon pops. It is sad, but I do not see the mystery."

"Keep watching," Hana commanded.

They watched the feed. On the screen, the time stamp showed eight-forty-two. Suddenly, the image flickered. The time stamp did not change, but the boy was back at the start of the sidewalk. He had the balloon again. He tripped again.

Soren stood up. The air in the room seemed to get colder. "What is that? A glitch in the camera recording?"

"I saw it with my own eyes, Soren. In person. It was not the camera. It was the world."

Hana felt a cold sweat on her neck. She began to type, bypassing the security protocols of her own company. She was looking for something she was not supposed to find. She was looking for the source of the data that ran their predictive models.

For years, they had been told the data came from sensors, social media, and satellite imagery. It was supposed to be a "prediction" of reality.

But as Hana dug deeper into the hidden layers of the Nexus server, she found a directory that had no name. It was just a string of zeros. She clicked on it.

Her breath caught in her throat.

Inside the directory were millions of files. Each one was labeled with a geographic coordinate and a time. She opened one. It was labeled Zurich_Subsector_09_Test_442.

The file contained a live stream of the very street she had just stood on. But it was not a recording. It was a simulation. And beside it, there were thousands of other versions of the same street. In some, the boy did not trip. In some, the balloon was red. In some, the mother was not there at all.

"Soren," she whispered. "Look at the server load."

Soren leaned in, his face pale in the blue light of the monitor. "This is... this is impossible. This much processing power does not exist on Earth. This would require a computer the size of a moon."

"It is not just predicting the world," Hana said. Her voice was trembling. "It is running it. They are testing scenarios. And when they do not like the outcome, they reset the local area."

"Who is 'they'?" Soren asked.

Hana did not have an answer. She looked at the screen and saw a new file appear. It was labeled Office_Interior_Nexus_Hana_Discovery_Test_01.

She looked at the screen, and on the screen, she saw herself sitting at the table, looking at the screen.

In the simulation on the monitor, a group of men in dark suits entered the room behind her.

Hana did not wait. She grabbed Soren’s arm. "We have to leave. Now."

"What? Why?"

"Because," Hana said, pointing at the screen. "They are about to reset us."

As she spoke, the heavy glass doors of the office opened. Three men walked in. They did not look like security guards. They looked like shadows.

Hana felt the shiver again. The cold wave of static.

She gripped Soren’s hand, praying that she would remember this when the clock turned back to eight-forty-two.
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Chapter Two: Secrets Beneath the Floorboards
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The heat of the coffee cup was back.

Hana sat by the window. The sunlight fell across the wooden table in the exact same way. It was a painting of a Tuesday morning. The air smelled of roasted beans and sweet cinnamon.

She felt a sharp, stinging pain in her palm. When she looked down, she saw a small, red mark where she had gripped the hot cup too tightly in the moment before the world shivered.

"Eight-forty-two," she whispered.

Across the street, the boy in the yellow jacket appeared. He held the blue balloon. His mother walked beside him, her face calm and tired.

Hana did not wait for the boy to trip. She did not wait for the balloon to pop. She stood up, her chair scraping against the floor, and she ran.

She did not go toward the mother this time. She ran toward the subway entrance. She needed to know if the reset was local to that street or if it had covered the whole city. As she ran, she looked at the people passing her. They all looked perfectly normal. They moved with a natural rhythm, breathing the cold November air.

Inside the subway station, the digital clock on the wall flickered. For a split second, the numbers scrambled into symbols that were not numbers at all. They looked like lines of code, flickering too fast to read. Then, they settled back into the correct time.

Hana caught her breath. Her lungs burned. She realized she was the only person who had stopped to look at the clock. Everyone else was moving toward the trains, their eyes fixed on their phones or the ground.

She reached the Nexus Global building ten minutes later. Her heart was a drum in her chest.

"Good morning, Hana," Thomas the security guard said. "You look like you have seen a ghost."

Hana stopped. She looked at Thomas. His smile was identical to the one he had given her "before."

"Thomas," she said, her voice shaking. "Did we just speak? Ten minutes ago?"

Thomas tilted his head. "No, Miss. I just got on my shift. You are the first person I have greeted this morning."

Hana felt a cold chill. If Thomas did not remember, then the reset was deep. It was not just a trick of her mind. It was a rewrite of the morning’s history.

She went to the elevator. She did not look at her reflection this time. She kept her eyes on the floor. When the doors opened on the forty-fourth floor, she walked straight to Soren.

He was sitting at the central table, just as he had been. He was looking at a holographic map of the city's power grid.

"Hana, you are late," Soren said. "That is not like you."

Hana grabbed his shoulders. Soren jumped, nearly knocking over his water glass.

"Soren, listen to me very carefully," she said. "The world just reset. We were in this room. We saw the simulation files. Men in suits came through those doors."

Soren laughed, but it was a nervous sound. "Hana, what are you talking about? We haven't looked at the simulation files. We were supposed to start the audit of the predictive models this afternoon. Are you feeling okay?"

"I am not crazy," Hana said. She was speaking fast now, the words tumbling out. "I saw the boy with the balloon. I saw the directory of zeros on the server. I saw a file with my name on it. Office_Interior_Nexus_Hana_Discovery_Test_01."

Soren frowned. He looked at her with genuine concern. "Hana, there is no directory of zeros. I was just working on the server maintenance logs. Everything is normal."

"Look for yourself," she pleaded.

Soren sighed and turned to his terminal. His fingers moved across the glass interface. "Okay, let us see. Root directory... hidden folders... system archives." He paused. "There is nothing here, Hana. See for yourself."

Hana looked at the screen. The directory she had seen only minutes ago—or what felt like minutes ago—was gone. The server logs showed no activity for the last hour. According to the computer, she had only just walked into the building.

"They erased it," she whispered.

"Who erased it?" Soren asked.

"The people running the test."

Soren stood up and took her by the arm. He led her away from the other engineers who were starting to stare. He took her to a small break room where the walls were made of soundproof glass.

"Hana, you are my best friend," Soren said softly. "But you are sounding like those people who believe the moon is made of plastic. We build predictive software. We do not build reality."

"What if there is no difference?" Hana asked. "Soren, I felt the static. I saw the clock in the subway turn into code. Why do I remember it? Why don't you?"

Soren looked at her for a long time. He saw the fear in her eyes, but he also saw the sharp, cold intelligence that made her the best engineer at the company. He knew she did not make mistakes.

"If what you are saying is true," Soren said, lowering his voice, "then this office is the worst place to talk about it. If they can reset the world, they can certainly hear us in a room built by Nexus."

"Where can we go?"

Soren looked around. He looked at the ceiling, at the cameras, and at the sensors that tracked the temperature and movement of every employee.

"The basement," Soren said. "The very bottom. Level Negative Four."

"The old archive?" Hana asked. "Nobody has been down there in years. It is all paper and rusted metal."

"Exactly," Soren said. "Level Negative Four was built before the company went fully digital. It is not connected to the main network. It still uses old copper wires for the lights. It is a blind spot."

They left the break room. They tried to act normal. Hana held her breath as they passed the three men in dark suits who were walking toward the executive wing. They were the same men she had seen on the screen in the simulation. They did not look at her. They moved with a strange, synchronized grace, like three parts of a single machine.

Hana and Soren took the service elevator. It groaned as it descended. The air became cooler and smelled of damp concrete and old dust. When the doors opened at Level Negative Four, the lights flickered with a yellow, weak glow.

The basement was a labyrinth of metal shelves. Thousands of boxes were stacked high, filled with the paper records of a world that existed before everything became data.

"Why are we here?" Hana asked, her voice echoing in the silence.

Soren walked to the far corner of the room, past a broken printing machine. He knelt down on the floor and began to push aside a heavy wooden pallet.

"When I was a junior programmer," Soren said, "I used to come down here to sleep when I worked through the night. I found something. I never told anyone because I thought it was just a strange relic of the past."

He pulled a rug away, revealing a heavy iron hatch built into the floor. It was covered in a layer of grime.

"This building was built on the foundation of an older laboratory," Soren explained. "Something from the nineteen-seventies. This hatch leads to a sub-basement
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