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For those who have been told their vision is a fantasy.

May you find the courage to build it anyway.

And for my daughter, Harper, who is a living memory of the future.
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​Chapter 1: The Memory of the Future
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The morning sun, a belligerent glare through the kitchen window, hit the side of Julian’s face like a judgment. He didn’t flinch. Six years of waking to the hard, unyielding light of a cellblock—a light with a purpose, a light designed to strip away sleep and enforce a schedule—had trained his muscles to hold still, to not give a damn. But it was different here. Here, in the quiet dust motes of his own kitchen, the light had no purpose at all. It was simply a fact of the world, indifferent and sprawling, and that felt like a different kind of violation.  

He meticulously arranged the clean mugs on the drying rack, each one spaced exactly two finger-widths apart, a small island of order in an ocean of disorientation. His hands, stiff with the memory of disuse and the lingering nerve damage from his service, moved with the forced precision of a new habit. It was a ritual he'd adopted since coming home, this search for perfect, logical order in a life that had been so savagely disordered by the illogical machinery of the state.  

The aroma of brewing coffee began to fill the room, a scent so rich and real it felt like a physical weight on his chest. It smelled like freedom, like choice, like a Saturday morning that wasn't numbered. The sheer ordinariness of it was both a profound comfort and a dull, constant ache.  

A sudden, sharp metallic clink—a fork dropping from the rack—sent a jolt of ice through his veins, and for a split second, he was back. The sound wasn’t a fork on linoleum; it was the rattle of metal trays on a concrete floor, the rhythmic clang of a guard's keys against a steel door, a sound that promised nothing and everything. The kitchen faded to gray, and the air grew cold, thick with the low, constant hum of men he had known only by their numbers and their sentences. The fork lay on the floor, an absurd, defiant object in a world that had suddenly become a cage. He stared at it, forcing his breath into a steady rhythm, until the image of cold gray walls receded and the warm, golden light of his kitchen returned, leaving behind the bitter aftertaste of anxiety.  

His phone buzzed on the counter, a sharp intrusion. It was a text from his niece, Maya. Hey, still on for dinner? Mom's making your favorite. We're all excited.  

He held the phone, his thumb hovering over the keypad. He wanted to tell her yes, that he was excited, too. But the words felt foreign, like a language he had forgotten how to speak. His family, they had tried so hard to welcome him back, to bridge the chasm of those lost years, but the gulf between them felt immense. He was a story they had to learn all over again, a character who had walked off the page and returned as a ghost, haunting the rooms he used to own. He typed a simple, clipped reply, the only words that felt true. Yes. See you then.  

Sighing, Julian turned from the counter and looked out the window. The street was the same as he remembered it, a patchwork of old brick homes, peeling paint, and the stubborn weeds that were Buffalo’s truest flower. But as his eyes settled on the vacant lot across the street—a familiar wasteland of weeds and forgotten trash—something strange happened.  

The outlines of the dilapidated world began to lose their sharpness. The cracked pavement, the splintered fence, the faded green sign of the long-abandoned community center—all of it seemed to waver, as if seen through a curtain of rising heat. A sense of unreality crept in, a feeling that the world outside was a canvas being gently erased. A shimmering, vibrant light, a color he couldn't name, began to pulse at the edges of his vision. The rumble of distant traffic faded, and for a moment, the world outside wasn't Buffalo anymore. It was something else entirely, something waiting to be born.  

***
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The world outside Julian's kitchen window didn't so much change as it unfolded. The wavering, nameless light intensified, and the dull, grimy colors of his neighborhood dissolved like watercolors in a downpour. The vacant lot across the street, a familiar wasteland of weeds and forgotten trash, was now a bustling farmers’ market, alive with color and motion. A lively folk melody, played on a fiddle and guitar, drifted through the open window, carried on air that smelled of fresh-baked bread and garden herbs. Laughter replaced the distant wail of a police siren.  

He was no longer just looking at the street; he was in it. People moved with an easy grace, greeting each other by name as they browsed stalls overflowing with produce. A group of older men, one missing an arm, worked together under a simple banner depicting an olive branch over a buffalo silhouette—a thriving veteran’s cooperative. The deep ache in Julian’s own damaged leg seemed to fade, replaced by the warmth of this collective joy.  

Down the block, the abandoned community center wasn’t abandoned at all. Its cracked brick was a vibrant, welcoming red, its walls covered in breathtaking murals that told the stories of the neighborhood’s history. Children sat on the steps, humming along with the music as they painted small, brightly colored canvases. The details were so real they felt like a memory he hadn't yet made. He watched a woman with kind eyes hand a bundle of greens to a young couple, and he saw a simple, elegant shingle that read, "Holistic Justice and Community Law," a legal clinic offering counsel on wrongful convictions.  

His heart beat a frantic, panicked rhythm against his ribs. This isn't real. It can’t be.  

His mind, a fortress of logic built to survive a hostile world, screamed that it was a hallucination. A stress-induced break. A trauma response. His brain, starved of hope, was simply manufacturing what he desperately wanted: purpose, community, justice. He squeezed his eyes shut, trying to force the silent, knowable reality of his kitchen to return. But he couldn't. He didn't want to. This world felt more real, more right, than the one he had just left. He could feel it. The sun was warmer here; the air was cleaner.  

Then, as suddenly as it had begun, it was gone.  

The vibrant colors turned to dust. The laughter and music were swallowed by the growl of a passing bus. The bustling community square reverted to a desolate, overgrown lot, and the beautiful murals on the community center became flaking paint and splintered wood once more.  

Julian stood frozen, his hand still on the window frame, his heart pounding in the sudden, oppressive silence. He was back in his empty house. He told himself it was just a cruel trick of the mind, a momentary lapse. But then a soft scent, a phantom of the vision, tickled his senses—the unmistakable smell of fresh-baked bread. He knew, with a certainty that terrified him, that it wasn't a trick. It was a question.  

***
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The air in the kitchen was thick and stale. The phantom scent of fresh bread was gone, replaced by the faint, antiseptic smell of the cleaning products he used to scrub every surface. Julian stood rooted to the floor, his back to the window, the mundane world behind
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