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Prologue: The Last Brother

Kyoto, Japan. Late autumn 1979.

She would remember the sound of his laugh for forty-six years, long after everyone else had forgotten he existed.

It reached her that afternoon before he did: a bright, cracked-open laugh from the end of the hall, the kind Kenji made only when he’d found something he couldn’t hold in. Chiyo put down her pencil. He didn’t laugh like that for nothing. In twelve years of being his sister she had learned to come running when he did.

“Chi-chan.” His door stood half open, and he hadn’t looked up from the notebook across his knees. “Come and look.”

She crossed the tatami on quiet feet, the dry-grass smell of the mats rising with each step, and folded down beside him. Late light came slantwise through the paper screens and lay in long gold bars on the floor. His wall was covered edge to edge with Western bands, men with hair like storm clouds, names she couldn’t read but had heard him say the way other boys said ballplayers’ names. On the desk stood the photograph from last year’s festival, the four of them squinting into the sun, Kenji’s arm slung around her shoulder, her own grin swallowing half her face. Outside, the maple had gone red and gold, the colors of festival lanterns.

“What is it?”

The notebook was the Western kind, bound in a coil of wire, every page she could see dense with his small careful hand. Arrows ran between names and dates like the string her father used to stake his tomatoes. Questions crowded the margins, ringed and starred. She knew some of the names. Her grandfather’s. Her great-grandmother’s. Names she’d read a hundred times on the family shrine without ever wondering whose they were.

“I’ve been in the archives.” He dropped his voice, though the whole house lay between them and their parents. “Father’s study. The cabinet he keeps locked.”

The thrill of it went through her, quick and cold. “You’re not supposed to —”

“I know.” He said it lightly, almost happily, and that was Kenji all through: show him a door that was shut to him and all he wanted was what stood behind it. “There are records in there going back hundreds of years, Chi-chan. Ours. Other families too. All of it tied together.”

“Tied together how?”

He turned a page instead of answering. More arrows, more of that ringed and starred writing, and in the middle of it one word he’d circled so many times the pen had gone through the paper. She leaned in to read it. Cultivation.

“That’s the part no one will say.” His finger rested under the torn word. “But I’m close. I can feel how close.” He shut the notebook over his hand and looked at her, eyes doing the bright thing they did when he was too full of something to sit still. “Tomorrow, Chi-chan, I’ll show you everything tomorrow. I just have to check one more thing first.”

She wanted to ask which families, and what the word meant, and why a thing that lived in their own house had to be locked away from them. But downstairs the kitchen door slid on its track and her mother’s voice climbed the stairs. “Kenji. Chiyo. Dinner.”

He slipped the notebook under his pillow, quick as a card trick, and touched a finger to his lips. Then he smiled at her, the smile she knew better than her own face, the one from the summer he’d taught her the maple branch by branch, the one that always meant the two of them against everyone else. “Tomorrow,” he said.

“Tomorrow,” she agreed.

At dinner she sat across from him and couldn’t hold still inside. Her father talked about the university. Her mother ladled the miso and set down the mackerel, its skin blistered and salt-bright, steam curling off it. Chiyo ate and tasted nothing. Once, when their eyes caught over the rice, Kenji touched his lip again, our secret, and she pressed her mouth flat so it wouldn’t smile. The word kept turning in her. Cultivation. Cultivation.

That night his radio came faint through the wall, some Western song with a long slow guitar in it. She fell asleep counting the beats. Tomorrow, she thought. Tomorrow I’ll understand.



She woke into wrongness.

An absence pulled her out of sleep. The radio had stopped. The house had stopped. And the quiet didn’t feel empty the way a sleeping house should. It had a weight, as though the air had turned to water and she had to push her ears through it to hear.

She sat up. Her room looked the way it always did, moonlight and the familiar shapes of her things. But the light lay wrong across the floor, the shadows leaning at angles the moon could not have thrown, and in the far corner the dark had gone deeper than dark, deep enough that she didn’t want to look straight at it.

She stood. Her feet came down on the tatami and made no sound at all.

The hallway, when she slid her door back, ran longer than it should. She’d walked it in the dark ten thousand times and never once had it reached this far toward his door. She stepped onto the boards. They creaked under her, but the creak came late, arriving after her foot had lifted, the sound chasing the step.

His door waited at the end. She knew that wood, the little knot shaped like an eye by the handle, and it was all still there and all somehow wrong, the shadow beneath it falling the wrong way for where the moon hung.

She put her hand to the handle. Cold. Not night-cold — winter-cold, the cold of metal left out in the snow, and it bit into her palm.

She slid the door open.

The first wrong thing was the smell, or the nothing where the smell should be. His room always met her at the door with paper and ink and the foreign cigarettes he thought she didn’t know about. Now it gave her nothing. Empty air.

Kenji stood at the window with his back to her, looking out at the garden, and the maple’s red-gold leaves scratched and scratched at the glass. He turned when the door moved.

“Chi-chan.”

His voice came doubled: the word, and under the word a second Kenji saying it a half-beat off, so her own name reached her twice and neither time was right. His face was his face. But the look on it didn’t sit properly, the way a photograph won’t when it’s a hair out of focus.

“Kenji.” Her voice came small and strange in the thick air. “What’s happening?”

He took a step toward her, and the step left a second Kenji behind it, a pale shape that lagged and thinned and hadn’t caught up before he moved again. Two of him. Three. Sliding across one another, coming apart.

“The records — they’re not ours, Chi-chan. The family has been —”

He stopped. His eyes went wide and fixed, looking past her, or through her, at something she couldn’t see.

The air changed. She felt it land on her chest, a stillness like a courtroom falling silent before a ruling, as if some tribunal she had no name for had risen to pass judgment on the whole world. Along the walls the shadows began to move, not sliding but pulling, dragged toward her brother the way water turns and gathers over a drain.

“Kenji —”

“Remember me.” His voice broke on it. He was crying. Her brother, who hadn’t cried when he broke his arm, who held her hand through every storm and named the stars for her and let her turn the pages of his books before she could read them. And he made no move to wipe his face, looking at her the way you look at something already sliding out of your hands.

“Remember me, Chi-chan. Please.”

She reached for him. Threw her arm out, fingers spread, close enough to feel the warmth come off his skin, close enough to catch a fistful of his sleeve and hold on.

Her hand closed on nothing.



The room belonged to someone else now. She stood in the doorway of a place she had never once entered, standing exactly where her brother’s room had been. A desk against the wall, where his futon should be spread. Shelves of bound folders where his posters had covered the plaster. A fountain pen upright in a brass stand. Her father’s papers, his chair, the room breathing tobacco and old ink.

Her father’s study — and the room insisted, with the certainty of unbroken precedent, that it had always been her father’s study.

Her legs went out from under her and she sat down hard on the threshold, half in the hall and half in the room that had never held her brother, and she did not scream. The scream was there. It stood in her throat like a fist and pushed, and something pushed back, the same stillness that had fallen over the world and taken Kenji and the walls of his room and the last of his laugh. It held the scream down, and held her there on the cold seam of the doorway, until the black in the window thinned to gray and then to a weak early gold.

Her mother found her there.

“Chiyo?” Bare feet on the boards, a hand light on her shoulder. “Why are you sitting in your father’s doorway? You’re frozen through.”

Chiyo turned her face up. Her mother’s was only sleep-creased and beginning to worry. No grief in it, no knowing, nothing torn out of her at all.

“Where’s Kenji?”

Her mother’s forehead creased. “Where’s who, love?”

“Kenji.” Saying it felt like speaking a word in a language that had died in the night. “My brother. Where is he?”

Something moved in her mother’s face: the worry going from ordinary to careful, the look you give a child who’s said a thing that frightens you. She knelt on the boards and took both of Chiyo’s cold hands into her warm ones.

“Chiyo. You don’t have a brother, sweetheart.” So gently. That was the unbearable part, how gently she said it. “You’re our only child. You’ve always been our only child.”

“No.” It came cracked and too high. She pulled at her hands and her mother wouldn’t let go. “No, this was his room. His posters were here, and his futon, and —” She was pointing into the study, at the desk, at the wrong furniture of a wrong life. “His notebook. He showed me his notebook, yesterday, right here. He said tomorrow. He said —”

“Chiyo.” The voice her mother kept for nightmares, for fevers. “This has always been your father’s study. You know that.”

“The photograph.” She was shaking now, a fine helpless shiver she couldn’t stop. “On his desk. The four of us at the festival. He had his arm around my —”

She stopped, because it was not his desk. It was her father’s desk, had always been her father’s desk, and no photograph stood on it, and she already knew, with a cold spreading down through her chest, what waited on the mantle downstairs.

“You’re frightening me, love.” Her mother’s face was close, creased with it, and it was real. Real worry, honest and bottomless, for a daughter who’d woken saying impossible things. “Did you dream something? A bad dream?”

Chiyo opened her mouth to fight her. To say he was real, I can still hear him laughing, I can still feel exactly where his arm went around me in the photograph that isn’t there anymore.

But she looked into her mother’s eyes, all the way in, and found only love, and the honest confusion of a woman whose daughter had said a mad thing. No flicker under it. Her mother did not remember Kenji because for her mother there had never been a Kenji to lose.

Whatever had come in the night hadn’t only taken him. It had reached back through every room and every person and undone the fact of him, everywhere but inside her own head, the one place she could never show a living soul.

Something that had been screaming in her since the doorway stopped. It didn’t get free. It went quiet, and then numb, and then, somewhere too deep to reach, it went out.

“I had a dream,” she heard her mouth say, from very far off. “A bad dream.”

Her mother’s whole face loosened. “Oh, my love. Of course you did. They can feel so real, can’t they.” She gathered Chiyo in, warm and certain and wrong. “Come down. I’ll make you something hot.”

She let herself be led. At the table the rice sat like wet paper on her tongue. Her father came down in his robe and kissed her mother and carried his tea into the study, his study, and shut the door, and no one said Kenji’s name, and no one left a fourth place, and the table was set for three, as it had always been.

When she was sure no one watched, she looked at the mantle.

Three faces looked back. A man, a woman, a small girl squinting into festival light. No arm around any shoulder. No fourth face where his had been.

She looked away before her mother could catch her at it.

After breakfast she searched the house like a thief in it. Kenji’s winter coat should have hung in the hall closet; there were only bare hangers and her father’s spare jacket. The paper crane he’d folded her at New Year, that lived on her windowsill. Gone, the sill empty. She stood at the nameplate by the door, a strip of pale wood with one line for each person in the house, and read the names.

Three. Mother. Father. Chiyo.

No fourth name. No Kenji.

She stayed there until her legs ached, reading the three over and over, as if her wanting could press a fourth up out of the wood, but however long she stood, it stayed three.

By noon she stopped searching, because there was nothing in the house to find. There was no proof anywhere that Kenji Moritani had lived, except the memory folded up inside her skull. And that memory, she was beginning to understand, was a thing she could carry her whole life and prove to no one.

By the time the sun went red in her window that evening, she knew what she would do.

She would never say his name aloud again, not to her parents, who had no room left to hold it, not to anyone. She would keep him herself, in the one place he was still real. And she would never, not ever, let a single soul tell her he had not been.



Morning light came in at the window. The room was warm and settled and ordinary, a father’s quiet study with its folders and its pen. It had always been this way.

Chiyo stood in the middle of the room where no bed had ever been, and remembered.
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Chapter 1: Strata

Colorado mining country. Late autumn 2025.

The rock was wrong.

Samuel knew it through the meat of his palm, before the thought caught up to name it. He’d laid his bare hand flat against the granite as he always did, skin before any instrument, and pulled it back before he’d decided to. A clean recoil, the way you come off a hot stove. Except the granite was cold. Colder than sun-warmed stone had any right to be. This face had held direct light for hours, and stone held heat the way memory held grief, stubbornly, longer than you’d expect. This one had let all of it go. Cold straight through, as if the sun had never found it. And under the cold the grain ran smooth where his fingertips should have snagged and dragged, as though no weather had ever worked it.

He wiped the hand on his jeans and looked.

Nothing. Gray granite clouded with feldspar, quartz seams threading it like frozen lightning. Textbook Precambrian basement. He’d put his hands on a thousand outcrops like it across the Rockies, and to the eye this one read the same as all of them.

So why did his palm still feel it.

He crouched, knees cracking, boots braced against the scree, and worked the hand lens out of his vest. Identify. Document. Understand. The ritual he’d run since his first field camp, since Dr. Marsh set a rock hammer in his grip and told him the earth kept records longer than any civilization. He ran the checks in their order. Mineral composition, normal. Weathering, normal. Orientation to the slope, normal.

But the feel of it —

He shook his head and cut the thought off. Feel wasn’t data. Feel was the altitude, or the coffee thinning out of his blood, or a tired mind reaching for something to do at ten thousand feet. He was in a hollow between ridges where the mining roads had gone unmaintained for decades, and the air came thin and short, a cold ache set in behind his eyes. People got strange up high. He’d read the reports. He’d been the report, once or twice.

He photographed the outcrop anyway. Three angles, a close-up on the texture, one wide for context. Then he pushed up off his knees, rolled the stiffness out of his back, and turned a slow circle to read the country. Cold pine on the air, and under it the mineral smell of the rock dust his boots had kicked loose.

Aspens all but bare. Black pines. Colorado sky gone all the way blue, not a cloud to break it. Clean sight-lines every direction he turned, which cut both ways up here. Anything on that ridge could read him as plainly as he was reading the slope, and it wouldn’t have to work to do it.

That stopped him mid-turn. He scanned the treeline above. Trees. Shadow between the trunks that might have been a shape and might have been nothing. Wind came down through the aspens with a dry rattle, the last few leaves letting go and turning in the light as they fell. His truck sat half a mile back at the dead end of the access road. He hadn’t passed another vehicle since he’d left the highway, three hours gone.

Nobody up here. He turned back to the rock. Whatever his hand had felt, his eyes couldn’t find, and if his eyes couldn’t find it, it wasn’t there. His body lied to him sometimes. He’d made a long practice of letting it.

“Just an outcrop,” he said. His voice came out thin in the cold. “Just granite. Move on.”

He moved on.



Fifty yards up the slope, the wrongness quit being a feeling and turned into a fact.

He came up on the contact zone, the seam where one rock hands off to another, and stopped hard. Then he made himself look at what was there.

Sandstone. Red arkose — Maroon Formation, near three hundred million years old, the high-country cousin of the Fountain sandstone that stood the Flatirons up over Boulder. Both had shed off the Ancestral Rockies, a range that rose right here and wore down to nothing long before the peaks he knew. He’d logged this rock. He’d written papers on it.

And it sat flush on Precambrian granite. No transition. No metamorphic boundary. None of the billion-plus years that had to lie between the two of them.

“That’s not possible,” he said.

He set his thumb to the line. The contact was sharp, as if someone had cut the intervening strata out with a blade and pressed the two ages together.

He knew the honest exceptions. Unconformities, where young rock came to rest on much older rock, the Great Unconformity down in the Grand Canyon, a billion years gone in a single stroke. But an unconformity showed the gap: a weathering rind, a bed of conglomerate, the scars deep time leaves behind as it passes. This line showed him none of it. It was clean, and it had no business being clean.

His heart was running too fast and his mouth had gone dry, so he did what the body did best under load and fell into the protocol. He worked the tools out in order. Hand lens. Brunton compass. The tablet with the regional surveys loaded onto it. Sight the strike, read the dip, write it down.

Strike, N35E. Dip, forty-two degrees northwest. Consistent with the regional tilt.

He pulled the 2019 USGS survey up on the screen. The data called this whole hillside continuous Maroon sandstone straight down to the old mining road, no granite within half a mile, the basement buried under hundreds of feet of sediment.

The granite was under his fingers. He pressed them flat to it and felt the cold crystalline tooth of the stuff. It was real.

Either the survey was wrong, or —

He didn’t finish it. Geology didn’t change. That was the whole point of geology. The rock record held while everything softer than it shifted and lied and forgot; the earth remembered when the people on it didn’t.

He worked the contact another twenty minutes, and the work steadied him the way work always did. Six angles on the camera. Then the samples: a clean chip off the arkose, a chip off the granite, and — chisel squared on the seam, two taps of the hammer, a bright crack — a third pried straight out of the contact itself, both formations fused in one piece no bigger than his thumb. He bagged each, labeled each, measured everything twice.

Then he sat back on his heels with the evidence in his lap and made himself hold it in view. The word kept circling. Impossible. Shot from six angles, bagged in his vest, measured twice, and impossible all the same.



By the time he got down to the truck the sun had dropped toward the ridgeline and the cold was rising out of the ground. The cab smelled of old coffee and dust, the vinyl stiff with the chill. He started it, put the heater on, and sat while the warmth crawled back into his fingers, the tablet open on his knee, the photographs in front of him going unseen.

See it again. Carefully. But he understood it perfectly well, and that was the trouble. The contact made no sense a geologist could put his name to, and staring at six clean angles of it wasn’t going to argue it into sense.

So maybe the crew had shot the wrong coordinates. GPS drifted in country like this; a transposed digit, an aerial pass that skipped this one fold of the hill. Surveys carried gaps. Or the lithology had been misread from the air, sandstone and certain granites blurred together from altitude under the right light, which was the entire reason a man ground-truthed a map with his hands. Or —

He shut the tablet. He was doing it again. Explaining away what he’d seen with what he’d rather believe, fitting the evidence into a box cut to the size of his comfort, because the box was easier than calling his old advisor to report a contact that couldn’t exist. Easier than a paper that would clear a conference room.

You’ve been seeing things your whole life that don’t line up with what everyone else sees. Sooner or later the simplest answer is that you’re the one who’s wrong.

He put the truck in gear and started down. The access road was cut to ribbons, barely a two-wheel-drive road at all, and holding the truck out of the ruts and the washouts took his hands and his eyes both. Good. Steering was concentration, and concentration was not thinking, and not thinking kept him clear of the one door he never opened.

It opened anyway. It always did, on the days he turned up something that didn’t fit.

Mr. Hendricks. The old man in the blue house on the corner, white hair, glasses, a rock collection racked along the garage wall, who had taught a small boy to tell granite from limestone from sandstone. The trilobite Samuel had turned up in the backyard and carried over cupped in both hands to show him. The trilobite still in his desk drawer at home, because everyone else had told him he’d made the man up.

You don’t have to believe me, he’d said to his parents at eight years old. I can show you the fossil. I can show you where he lived.

But the blue house on the corner had stood empty. Always empty, his parents said, gentle about it. No Mr. Hendricks. No collection in the garage. No patient voice sorting the stones that had cooled out of fire from the stones that had settled out of water. His mother had come the closest; she’d believed that he believed it, and at eight that had been nearly enough to stand on. It hadn’t held. In the end there was only Samuel, alone in an empty driveway, holding a fossil that proved nothing to anyone but himself.

Twenty-three years back. He wasn’t eight now. He was a geologist with a PhD out of Colorado School of Mines who had made himself learn, forced it in like a discipline, that his perceptions weren’t to be trusted. When a thing looked wrong to him and right to everyone else, the problem was usually Samuel.

The contact was anomalous. Worth documenting. Worth reporting. And there would be an explanation, because there always was.

He said it to the windshield, twice, the way you say a prayer you stopped believing and kept saying anyway. There always is. There always is. The second time it nearly took.



Ten miles down the highway he looked at his hands on the wheel and saw they were shaking.

He signaled onto a gravel turnout and killed the engine. The mountains stood up around him, gone purple in the last of the light, and a hawk worked a slow circle overhead. Everything in view sat exactly as it should, which was the whole problem, because he couldn’t shake the feeling that what he’d found up there mattered more than it ought to.

He got out and put his back to the warm hood, breathing the thin cold air. His shoulder had stiffened from the climb; he rolled it and felt it click. Choices, then. A motel in one of the highway towns. Or keep the truck moving, point it at Denver, where his sister was, write the notes up clean, file the survey, take the next job. Document, explain, move on. That was the plan. It was always the plan.

Except he kept seeing the granite. The way his hand had known before his eyes had a thing to offer. That impossible clean edge where two ages met with nothing between them.

What if I drove back up tomorrow? What if I documented all of it again, slower, and —

Light flared off the ridge.

He turned. Up where the trees thinned along the crest, something had caught the last of the sun and thrown it straight back at him. Metal, or glass. Binoculars. A lens. Something with no business on a mountain crest at dusk. He held on it, squinting, and for one beat there was a shape set back inside the treeline — upright, still, a figure — and then the light slid off it and it was trees again, shadow between the trunks.

Just like the outcrop. Just like Mr. Hendricks. Just like every other thing you ever caught that no one else did.

A hiker, then. A hunter walking the deer trails now that the season was open. Refraction, bent through the temperature gradient; mountain air ran its tricks on the light all the time. He pressed the heels of both hands into his eyes and let it go, one more thing for the drawer he kept shut.

He got in, pulled back onto the highway, and kept his eyes off the ridge.

In the rear-view, as the turnout slid out of the frame, a dark sedan eased down off the forest-service road below the treeline and settled a few hundred yards back, holding the plain, unremarkable distance of a car headed the same way down the only road off the mountain. He clocked it. He clocked everything now. Then he did the thing he had built a life out of doing. He decided it was nothing, two vehicles and one road going down, and put his eyes forward and drove, and made himself quit wondering how long it had been up there.
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Chapter 2: Reunion

Highway to Denver. Late autumn 2025.

The highway ran east toward Denver, and Samuel kept both hands on the wheel in the grip he used for rock samples: patient, closed, nothing to spare. The heater pushed warm air across his knees. Beyond the glass the cold pressed in, and the truck carried him down out of the high country in long braked descents, the engine dropping a gear on each grade.

The phone sat in the cupholder where he could reach it.

He could pick it up. Tell Hannah he was coming. Say the thing he’d rehearsed somewhere around Idaho Springs: Something happened at the survey site. I need to talk to someone. He could give her the shape of it. Precambrian granite sitting directly under Maroon Formation, no transition, no weathered seam between one point seven billion years and three hundred million. The USGS survey had the location wrong. Or the ground did.

That last part was where he always stopped. He never said it out loud, and he wasn’t going to start on a phone in a moving truck.

He turned up the radio. A classic-rock station, Fleetwood Mac, and he let the miles run under the tires. The Front Range fell away behind him, farther with every mile, the white peaks gone gray against the night. Stable terrain. Predictable geology. Country where rocks did what rocks were supposed to do and stayed where you left them.

You could tell her. She’s your sister.

He’d told her things before. When they were kids he’d told her about the shadows in their grandmother’s house, the way they leaned the wrong direction off the furniture. He’d told her about the night he counted two moons and blinked and there was one. He’d told her about the neighbor who was there and then was not.

Hannah had listened to every word. That was the trouble with Hannah: she listened all the way down, the way that made you feel like the only person in the room. But listening and believing sat on opposite sides of a line, and Samuel had learned young that you could get the first without ever getting the second. She listened the way a therapist listened: leaning in, patient, her head going to that small tilt that meant have you thought about talking to someone about the things you see.

He didn’t want that today. So he made the call before the exit signs started: a normal visit. Dinner. Ask about her work. Sleep on the couch, drive back to the site in the morning. A normal brother doing a normal thing.

His hands were steady on the wheel. He noticed that, and let it stand for something. Steady hands meant he was fine.

I-70 tipped down through the foothills, and Denver opened out ahead in a flat grid of lights. He put the site behind him and drove.



Capitol Hill was the kind of neighborhood Hannah would pick, tall narrow houses cut into apartments a lifetime ago, porches sagging under coat after coat of paint. Samuel parked under a bare maple and stepped out into air with teeth in it. Late October had finally made up its mind. The cold came up through the soles of his boots off the cracked walk, and his breath went white and the wind stripped it away. After four hours of the truck’s dry heat the change landed in his ears, the small pressure shift of coming down off a mountain.

The building was a converted Victorian, third floor, no elevator. He climbed. The stairwell held the smell of old varnish and someone else’s onions, and each landing ran a few degrees warmer than the last. The treads had worn to a shallow trough down their centers. A hundred years of feet doing to oak what water does to stone, only faster. His thighs found the grade by the second flight. He stopped on the landing to let his pulse come down, one hand on a banister rubbed to a shine by all those years of hands.

Hannah opened the door before he could knock.

“I saw you pull up.” She stood backlit in the warm spill of the apartment, a cardigan on that was older than either of them, a mug of tea steaming in the cold of the hall. “You look terrible.”

The warmth came out the door to meet him, and the smell of her place with it: coffee gone cold somewhere, the same dark roast he kept in his own kitchen, and under that something she was burning, wax and a citrus note, bergamot maybe. Wood polish. He had no word for the whole of it except Hannah, and it loosened something across his shoulders before he’d given it permission.

“Hello to you too.”

“I mean it.” She backed up to let him in. “When did you actually sleep last? Not four hours with your eyes shut in a motel.”

He set his bag by the door and took in the apartment, the same organized wreck he remembered. Books stacked on every flat surface, not one of them a textbook. A record player she never played. Two plants surviving on the windowsill by sheer stubbornness. Paper flagged with color-coded tabs. And the whiteboard, floor to ceiling with it, diagrams branching like family trees, interview names roped together with dotted lines, and one phrase circled hard in red: the Mandela Effect catalog.

“I slept fine.”

“Liar.” She pressed the mug into his hands. Chamomile, by the smell. Hannah believed in chamomile the way their mother had believed in chicken soup (a cure with no upper limit on what it could cure). “Sit. I’ll make more.”

He took the sagging couch she’d hauled through three apartments since grad school and looked at the whiteboard while she ran water in the kitchen. Some kind of collective-memory study, subjects linked to subjects, everything cross-referenced.

“Still working on how people remember things wrong?”

“How societies build shared memories, actually.” Her voice came around the corner, worn smooth from correcting him before. “One person misremembering is interesting. What I’m after is the group. How thousands of people land on the same false memory with no contact between them. How it holds even after you put the evidence in front of them.”

Tell her about the contact zone.

The push came up out of nowhere. He could lay it out for her: the sharpness of that boundary, the way his hands had gone wrong at it before his eyes caught up. She dealt in anomalies. She’d want it even if she couldn’t place it.

She came back with two fresh cups and folded into the armchair across from him. Their grandmother’s watch slid on her wrist into the lamplight, the wind-up one she’d worn since the funeral. Her fingers went to it while she settled, turning it a quarter-turn on her arm without looking.

“So. How’s the survey.”

He opened his mouth.

Granite under sandstone, no seam. The record’s supposed to hold, Hannah, that’s the whole point of it —

“Fine,” he said. “Routine stuff.”

Her eyes came up. “You drove four hours to say ‘fine, routine stuff.’”

“I was in the area.”

“You were in the mountains. I’m in Denver. That isn’t the area. That’s the far end of the opposite of the area.”

“I wanted to see you.”

She set her tea down on the stack of books nearest her cup. “Sam.”

“What?”

“You’re doing the thing.”

“What thing.”

“The one where you’re sitting on something.” She put her elbows on her knees and closed half the distance. “You’ve had your shoulders up around your ears since you walked in, and every thirty seconds you look at my whiteboard like it’s a threat assessment.”

He pulled his shoulders down on purpose. “I’m tired.”

“Tired doesn’t make you hum like a wire.” She held him in the flat, patient focus she probably turned on the people she interviewed. “What happened at the site? Why did you really drive four hours? What are you not telling me?”

Tell her.

He couldn’t. If he told her, she’d listen. She’d nod. She’d be gentle about it, the way she was always gentle. And then he’d be alone again on the other side of it, the way he’d been alone every other time he tried to put one of these things into words.

“Nothing happened.” He lifted the tea. “Just geology. You know how it goes.”

She sat back. Something in her face let go and went quiet. She’d watched this wall come up before, and she knew the shape of it. But she stopped pushing, and the tension he’d hauled all the way down the mountain loosened by a notch.

“Okay,” she said. “Geology it is.”



They ordered in, because neither of them wanted to cook and because the place on the corner made the spring rolls Hannah liked. The bags came dark with grease at the bottom, and the apartment filled with the sharp green of torn basil and the low reek of fish sauce underneath. They ate cross-legged on the floor with the containers between them on a spread of newspaper, the way they’d eaten as kids, the nights their parents were too worn out to fight them to the table.

The spring rolls came out too hot. Samuel bit into the first one and scalded his tongue, and the small clean pain snapped him back into his own body.

“Tell me about the research,” he said, reaching for another before it cooled. “The memory thing. What’s the actual question?”

Her whole face came up like a lamp. “The actual question is how a false memory travels. What carries it from one head to the next, when the heads never touched.”

“The Mandela Effect.”

“The Mandela Effect.” She pointed at him with a chopstick. “The Berenstain Bears. Enormous numbers of people will swear the name was spelled B-E-R-E-N-S-T-E-I-N. E-I. And they don’t just say it — they’ve got the memory. The cover, the spine, reading it out loud as a kid. Berenstein. But the books have always run B-E-R-E-N-S-T-A-I-N. A-I. Every printing.”

He nodded. Something in it set a cold finger against the back of his neck. “So what’s the theory?”

“The boring one is confabulation. E-I-N is the more common ending on an American name, so the brain reaches for it and fills the gap. The interesting one is that it’s a real cognitive event we haven’t got a handle on yet: a false memory that carries the full weight of a true one, in people who never compared notes.”

“And the interesting-interesting one.”

Hannah laughed. “The interesting-interesting one is that reality’s got more give in it than we think, and now and then something quietly changes. But that’s for the message boards, not the journals.”

She speared a shred of basil and turned it on the tips of the chopsticks. “There’s one person who still answers my email on it, though. Everyone else in the field went quiet once they clocked where the work was heading. This one writes back. Long replies, real citations. The only correspondent I’ve got who takes the questions seriously instead of the conclusions.”

She was joking. She had to be joking. But Samuel was thinking about that boundary in the rock, the edge of it too clean to be anything the world made — and he didn’t laugh.

“Sam?”

He’d been quiet too long. “Sorry. Thinking about rocks.”

“You’re always thinking about rocks.” She nudged his knee with the toe of her sock. “But sometimes I think you keep them between you and everything else. People things. Feeling things.” She said it easy, but her eyes had gone serious. “You know you don’t have to run interference for me. I’m thirty-one. Same as you. I can survive hearing about your day, even the parts that aren’t fine and routine.”

If you’d seen what I saw today.

“I’m not running interference,” he said.

“You’ve been doing it since we were eight.” No heat in it. She laid it down like a fact she’d checked twice. “Something turned over in you that year. You remember when I came off my bike and told Mom I hit the gravel too fast, and you cut in and said you were the one who pushed me? Or the month in middle school you walked me to every class because those kids wouldn’t quit? We’re twins, Samuel. Same birthday. Same everything. And somewhere in there you decided to be my older brother.”

“That’s different.”

“Is it.” Her head went to the small tilt he knew, the one where the researcher woke up behind her eyes. “There’s a pattern to you. Somebody you love might get hurt by a thing, so you get out ahead of it. You shape what they hear. You decide what they can carry.”

“I’m not —”

“You’re doing it right now.” Gently. “Something happened at that site. It’s all over your face. But you’ve already decided I can’t carry it, so you’ve packed it away where I can’t reach.”

He looked at his sister: the serious eyes, the watch on her wrist, her whole body canted toward him because she genuinely wanted in. And he thought about telling her. The granite and the sandstone and the seam that shouldn’t exist, the way his hands had known before his eyes did.

But that door didn’t open onto only the contact zone. Behind it stood the shadows in their grandmother’s house, the two moons, the neighbor who was there and then wasn’t.

Mr. Hendricks.

“Do you —” He caught it halfway.

“Do I what?”

Don’t. Leave it shut.

But it was already moving, twenty-three years of not saying it, and all at once he was worn through with the silence.

“Do you remember Mr. Hendricks?”



Something in Hannah’s face drew tight. She went still, a guardedness settling into it, as though the name had grazed against something she couldn’t quite lay a hand on.

“Mr. who?”

“Hendricks.” His own voice came out flat. “Our neighbor. When we were kids. The house next to ours.”

“We never had a neighbor named Hendricks.”

“He was in the blue house. The one on the corner.” It all came back at once: the paint going at the eaves, the front garden laid out in rocks instead of flowers, the garage where he kept the collection racked on shelves. “White hair. Glasses. He sat on his porch and waved at us coming home from school.”

Hannah was already shaking her head, slow. “Samuel, the corner house was empty the whole time we were growing up. The Petersons didn’t move in until I was in high school.”

“Before the Petersons.”

“Before the Petersons it was empty. Empty for years. Something with an estate, I think. Mom used to complain about the state of the yard.”

He set his chopsticks across the container. The spring roll went to a weight in his stomach.

“He taught me rocks,” he said. Quiet, and sure of it. “Granite, limestone, sandite. He’s the reason I do this for a living.”

“Sandite isn’t —”

“I know sandite isn’t a real rock type. I know.” His hands had started to shake. He couldn’t say when it had started. “It’s what he called sandstone. I was eight. I took everything he said as gospel.”

Hannah went for his hand across the newspaper, and the reach was the exact thing he’d been bracing against.

“Sam,” she said, careful now, “I don’t remember anybody named Hendricks. Neither did Mom. Neither does Dad. You brought him up once, at Thanksgiving, years ago. You’d had a couple of drinks, you were upset about something at work. I asked them afterward.” A beat. “They had no idea who you meant.”

His jaw set. “Let me run that again. You’re telling me you asked both of our parents about a man I described to you, a neighbor with a name and a house, and none of you remember him.”

“That’s what I’m telling you.” She stopped just short of his hand.

“Mom believed me.” It came out too fast. “When I was a kid. When he was gone and everybody said I’d made him up — she was the only one who didn’t.”

“Mom believed that you believed. That isn’t the same thing.” Her thumb started a slow circle just above his knuckles. “You were eight. You were a lonely kid. Maybe you built somebody to —”

“I didn’t build him.” He drew his hand back. “I’ve got proof.”

“What proof?”

“A fossil. A trilobite, out of our own backyard. He helped me put a name to it. It’s still in the drawer of my desk at home.” He could see the thing exactly: the ribbed segments, the way the old man had run Samuel’s finger along the spine of it. This is five hundred million years old, and it’s going to outlast both of us. “I didn’t imagine a fossil, Hannah.”

She was quiet a long moment. Between them the food went cold.

“Memory’s complicated,” she said at last. “That’s the whole thing I study. People carry vivid, specific, detailed memories of things that never took place. It doesn’t make them liars, it doesn’t make them crazy. It means memory gets built, not filmed. You could’ve picked the fossil up anywhere — a gift shop, a school trip — and your mind grew a story up around it.”

“Grew a whole man.”

“Grew an explanation. Grew a meaning.” She leaned in with that careful, worried steadiness that made him want to drive his fist through the plaster. “You were a sensitive kid who noticed everything. Maybe you needed somebody else who noticed everything too, so you —”

He got to his feet. He hadn’t decided to; his body just refused to sit under it any longer.

“That’s the therapist voice,” he said.

“I’m not —”

“That’s the exact sound you make when you’re working me like a case file. ‘Memory gets built.’ ‘People carry vivid false memories.’ As if I don’t know all of it. As if I haven’t spent twenty-three years feeding myself the same lines.”

Hannah came up off the floor to stand with him.

“I am not telling you you’re crazy, Samuel.”

“Then I invented a person. A whole man, with a house and a voice and two hands that showed me how to hold a rock so it wouldn’t roll out of my palm. That’s the thing crazy people do, Hannah. That’s the definition in the book.”

“That’s not —”

“He was real.” It came up out of his chest and tore on the way. His throat had gone raw. “He was real, and he was gone, and I’m the only one who kept him. I was eight years old and I stood in his empty driveway holding a fossil handed to me by a man who’d never existed, and Mom —” His voice split on it. “Mom listened. She didn’t wave it off the way the rest of them did.”

The room fell quiet. Hannah stood with one hand closed around the watch on her wrist, and her eyes had gone bright and wet.

“I know you believe it,” she said, low. “I know it feels true to you. I just —” She stopped. “Sam, I don’t know what you want me to say.”

I want you to remember him. I want you to tell me I’m not crazy. I want someone — anyone — to see what I see.

He couldn’t get a word of it out. He’d already put too much on the floor between them.

“I should turn in,” he said. “It’s late. Long drive tomorrow.”

“Sam —”

“I’m fine. Really.” He crouched and started stacking the cold containers, because his hands needed a job. “I’m sorry I brought it up. Let’s just — forget it.”

She didn’t answer. When he looked up she was watching him with a look he couldn’t read.

“You don’t have to leave in the morning,” she said. “You could stay. We could actually talk about it.”

“There’s nothing to talk about.”

“There’s obviously —”

“Good night, Hannah.”

He brushed his teeth in her cramped bathroom, and when he came back out she’d made the couch up with sheets and a folded blanket. She stood in her bedroom doorway with the light behind her, a shape cut out of the glow.

“For whatever it’s worth,” she said, “Mom believed you about more than Mr. Hendricks.”

He pulled the blanket back. “What do you mean?”

“I mean she worried about you. About the things you saw that nobody else did.” Hannah paused, weighing the next part. “She told me once you had a gift. A way of seeing that most people didn’t get. And she said it was going to be a lonely thing to carry, because the world wasn’t built for people who see too much.”

He sat down on the edge of the made-up couch, the strength gone out of his legs.

“She never said any of that to me. Not the gift. Not the lonely part.”

“Maybe she didn’t know how.” Hannah drew the door halfway shut and stayed a moment in the gap. “Good night, Samuel. Try to sleep.”

The latch clicked. Samuel sat in the dark of her living room, walled in on every side by her research into false memory and collective delusion, and thought about a man who had taught him to love the weight of a rock in his hand — a man who had gone so completely that even a sister’s love couldn’t dredge him back up.

He looked down at his hands where they rested on his knees. They weren’t shaking anymore.
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Chapter 3: Evidence

Denver, Colorado. Late autumn 2025.

Samuel woke to coffee and rain and, for one breath, no idea where either came from.

He sat up fast, the way he came awake in the tent when weather shifted on the ridge. But the ceiling was too high. The gray light leaned in from the wrong side of the room. And the quiet was upholstered, close, nothing like canvas ticking under wind. Then the pieces dropped into place one after another: Hannah’s couch. Denver. The dinner that had slid out from under them both.

Mr. Hendricks.

He lay back down and stared at the ceiling and gave it thirty seconds to unhappen. Maybe Hannah would come out of her room and say she remembered now: the old man with the rock trays, of course, how had she forgotten. The ceiling stayed a ceiling. That had never once been how it worked.

He swung his feet to the floor, shook out the blanket, folded it in halves and then in thirds, and squared it on the arm of the couch. Then the sheets. Small things, done in order. Proof that he could have a bad night with his sister and still get up and put the morning back in a line.

Hannah stood at the counter with her back to him, in yesterday’s cardigan, hair dark and wet from the shower. The coffee maker worked between them, hissing, dripping into the pot in a thin uneven line.

“Morning.” She said it carefully, every edge sanded down.

“Morning.”

He crossed to the cupboard. She stepped to the fridge. They moved through the narrow kitchen the way two people move around a spill neither wants to name: angles adjusted, eyes kept low, no contact. The tile chilled the soles of his feet. He lifted a mug off the shelf and wrapped both hands around it before there was anything hot in it, and when he finally poured, the ceramic went sharp against his palms, almost too much to hold. Rain knocked at the window over the sink, steady, like someone asking in.

“I’m sorry about last night,” Hannah said. She didn’t turn. “I didn’t mean to push it that far.”

“You didn’t do anything.”

“I pushed.”

“You asked questions. That’s the job.” He watched the coffee climb the inside of the mug instead of watching her. Easier. “Forget it. I started it.”

“You can start it. That’s the whole point.” Now she turned. “You can bring up anything with me. Anything.”

“Can I.”

It came out flat and hard, more challenge than question, and her hand stopped on the fridge door.

“Yes.” Quieter. “Even when I don’t remember it the way you do. Even when I can’t tell you what you saw. You’re my brother, Samuel. You can tell me anything.”

He drank. Too hot. It scalded a line down the back of his throat, and he held onto the burn because it was simple and true and asked nothing of him. I can tell you, he thought. That was never the part that breaks. You’ll listen, and you’ll love me, and you still won’t see it.

“What time’s the university?”

She let the subject go without a fight. “Noon. Office hours, then a seminar. Stay if you want. I’ll clear the table so you can write up your survey notes.”

“I should get back to the site.”

“In this?” A tilt of her head toward the window, the rain, the drowned street three floors down.

“Rain doesn’t stop geology.”

Their father’s line, near enough. The practical little door swinging shut on anything softer. He watched her hear it. He watched her decide not to knock.

“At least eat first.”

They ate eggs and toast across the small table, and the silence between them wasn’t warm and wasn’t a fight, just a room they were both being careful in. The rain kept on. Her whiteboard caught the light from the corner, crowded with diagrams he understood better this morning than he wanted to.

If she was right, if the whole careful apparatus of her research was right, then he was one more entry on that board. A case study. A man who’d built a childhood out of gift-shop fossils and a neighbor who was never there.

He ate. He didn’t believe that. He also couldn’t hand her the one thing that would prove it wrong, because every piece of proof he owned lived in his own head, or in a desk drawer across town, in the apartment he wouldn’t sleep in tonight, and neither of those counted for anything across a breakfast table.



When the plates were done he drifted to the corner she’d made into an office: a desk, a leaning bookshelf, the whiteboard, a snowfall of Post-its and index cards pinned and stuck and stacked in a logic that was hers alone.

“Mind if I look?”

Hannah glanced up from the sink, drying a pan. “Go ahead. Don’t reorganize anything. There’s a system.”

The system, as far as he could tell, ran on color. Pink notes swarmed one cluster of names, yellow another, some private taxonomy he wasn’t meant to crack. Across the top the board split into four boxes in her blocky capitals: BERENSTAIN PARADIGM. MANDELA EFFECT CATALOG. FALSE MEMORY MECHANICS. COLLECTIVE CONFABULATION.

He read down the catalog.


Berenstain / Berenstein Bears — high-consensus false memory “Luke, I am your father” — misquote, dialogue reconstruction Fruit of the Loom cornucopia — visual memory alteration Shazaam (Sinbad as a genie) — whole-cloth cultural memory



Under each line she’d penciled subject counts, confidence ratings, the candidate explanations. Careful work. It would make a clean dissertation, if anyone ever let her file it.

“What’s the through-line?” he asked.

She came to stand at his shoulder, dish towel over her wrist. The radiator knocked once and settled. “How they travel. The memories aren’t random: they cluster. Certain people are more prone to them. Certain kinds of memory catch and spread.”

“Which kinds.”

“Emotional ones. Childhood ones, usually.” She nodded at the first box, the same example she’d walked him through at dinner. Something in his gut pulled tight, the way it had the first time, and the way he’d talked himself out of it the first time.

“What if they’re not wrong?”

She looked at him. “Meaning?”

“All those people. What if they’re remembering something that actually happened? The spelling changes, and they’re the ones still holding the original.”

“That would need reality to be editable.” Patient, level. The voice for a lecture hall. “And there’s no evidence for it except the memories themselves. Which is exactly what confabulation looks like from the inside. False, and completely certain.”

“So the evidence is the thing you’re explaining away.”

“It’s not circular, it’s leaner. Given ‘reality got rewritten’ or ‘human memory is unreliable,’ the second one doesn’t ask you to tear up physics first.”

He had no answer, because he’d run the same argument on himself a hundred nights and lost it every time. But he was standing in her apartment now, in front of her tidy museum of everything people had gotten wrong, and what he was picturing was granite sitting flush against sandstone with nothing in between: no fault, no weathering, no story the record would agree to tell.

What if both were true. The thought came up whole — memory unreliable and reality rewritten, the memory real and the evidence real, the two of them refusing to line up because one had been changed after the fact — and he kept it behind his teeth. Saying it out loud wouldn’t make it any easier to test. He could already hear the gentle, unanswerable way she’d take it apart.

He set the empty mug on the corner of her desk.

“I should go.”



He told her he needed to walk before the drive. She let him go without an argument, maybe glad of the room after a morning spent choosing every word.

Denver had gone flat and gray under the rain, one of those late-October days that pulled the color out of everything and left it looking like a photograph somebody had kept too long. He got half a block before the water found the gap between his collar and his neck and ran a cold line down his spine. His field jacket was built for wind, not this. He felt the shoulders take on weight, the seams begin to give, the wet reach through to his shirt.

He didn’t go back for a heavier coat. The cold sharpened things. It handed him a real problem to work, the specific misery of being wet and getting wetter, instead of the dull one lodged under his breastbone.

The fossil. He’d been circling it since last night. The trilobite in the desk drawer at home, the one Mr. Hendricks had helped him name when he was eight. Five hundred million years old. Older than the dinosaurs, older than nearly anything a person would think to picture. He’d turned it over in a kid’s two hands while a man who would later disappear showed him how the earth kept its own records, layer on patient layer.

This is five hundred million years old, Hendricks had said, and it’s going to outlast both of us.

He’d been right about the fossil. The fossil was still in the drawer. The fossil had outlasted him by twenty-three years and counting.

And it proved nothing. Hannah would say he’d bought it at a museum counter and hung a story on it. His father would say the same, if his father said anything at all. His mother might have taken his side — she’d believed that he believed it, which was the nearest thing to belief he’d ever been handed — but she’d been gone three years now, and she’d carried that small mercy into the ground with her.

He stopped at the corner and waited out the light with rainwater sheeting off the crossing sign. The drizzle thinned. For a moment the city dropped its noise and went muffled and washed and clean.

The light changed. He stepped off the curb.

There was a bookstore on the next block, one of the independents, armchairs shoved in the corners and a fat cat that lived on the second floor. He didn’t go in. He stopped at the window and looked at a wall of new releases without reading a single spine.

That was when the man came into the edge of his vision. A shape, no more than that, across the street, near the mouth of a parking garage. Dark coat. Nothing in the posture worth a second thought. The face angled away, toward the ramp.

Samuel turned his head to look straight at it.

The mouth of the garage was empty. Concrete, a striped barrier arm, a run of shadow going down. No coat. No man.

He held still and ran the last two seconds again, trying to peel what he’d actually seen off what his own mind might have poured in behind it. A shape. A weight in the air on that side of the street. The specific certainty of being looked at.

The ridge above the survey site. The glint that was gone by the time I’d fixed on it. The shape at the treeline that was trees again when the light slid off.

Same trick. Same eye playing the same joke it had played his whole life.

He turned from the glass and walked, and the feeling walked with him. It rode his back down the block and around the corner and up the three flights, and even in Hannah’s entryway, snapping the rain off his jacket, some animal part of him was still measuring the space behind him for a second set of feet. Paranoia. His own wiring, doing what it always did. He mostly believed that.



She was back at her desk when he came in, laptop open, fingers moving.

“Legs stretched?”

“Yeah.” He hung the soaked jacket on the hook by the door, where it started a slow drip onto the mat. “I should head out soon. Long drive.”

“In the rain.”

“Rain doesn’t stop geology.”

She smiled at the repeat of it, which was maybe the point of repeating it, a flag run up the line to say they could still be ordinary with each other after last night.

“Before you go.” She spun the laptop to face him. “Give me five minutes. For the research.”

The screen held a form (multiple choice, a text box at the bottom). Across the top: COLLECTIVE MEMORY STUDY — CHILDHOOD MEDIA RECALL.

“One of my instruments,” she said, and her voice picked up, brightened, went academic. “Takes five minutes. I need more subjects, and you lived through all the stuff I’m asking about. Humor me?”

He leaned in to read the first question.


How do you remember the spelling of the children’s books about the bear family? — Berenstain (A-I-N) — Berenstein (E-I-N) — Don’t remember / never read them — Other



He put himself back in the room they’d shared as kids. The yellow spines lined up on the low shelf. The round friendly bears, the tidy little morals. He could see the cover art, the fat cheerful letters marching across the top.

“Berenstein,” he said. “With an E.”

Hannah’s hands went still over the keys. Her eyes cut to his face and away.

“You’re sure.”

“Mom read them to us at bedtime. I can see the name on the cover.” The yellow spine, the bears, the lettering, plain as the desk in front of him. “Berenstein.”

She typed something short. Then she turned the screen a few degrees away from him, and the small, deliberate way she did it dropped the floor out of his stomach.

“Samuel.” Slow. Careful. Like she was lifting something that might come apart in her hands. “The books are spelled B-E-R-E-N-S-T-A-I-N. With an A.”

It landed low in his chest and stayed there. He’d heard it before: on the floor over the takeout, last night, chopsticks in his hand. It didn’t land the same now, not with the whiteboard still behind him and Hendricks behind that and granite sitting where no granite could form.

“I know what I remember.” Then, quieter, almost to himself: “I think I do.”

“I know you do.” Kind, even. “That’s what makes it worth studying. Something specific, detailed, lined up with thousands of other people. And it doesn’t match the record. That’s the Mandela Effect, working in real time.”

Or the record got changed, and the memory is the last true copy of it. He didn’t say it. There was no ground
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