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PROLOGUE
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“Information doesn’t vanish; it only changes hands.” —Dr. Celia Moritz

Kai Arjuna Hartmann-Pradana pressed ACKNOWLEDGE like the button owed him an apology.

The red banner on the lab monitor didn’t disappear. It just blinked once, as if amused, and stayed.

ACCESS EVENT RECORDED.

The words sat there, crisp and polite, in the same sans-serif font the school used for detention notices and fundraising emails. The kind of font that made every threat sound like a suggestion.

Kai stared at it until his eyes started doing their own interference pattern. He blinked hard. The room smelled like solder, cold dust, and the faint citrus of the cleaning spray Mrs. Doyle used when she wanted the science wing to look “less like boys live here.”

He hadn’t been in the lab five minutes.

And something had already happened.

“You’re welcome,” Kai muttered, because his mouth did that when his brain felt cornered. Sarcasm first. Dignity later. He reached for the mouse, then stopped midair.

His hand hovered.

A tiny tremor ran through his fingers, as if his nerves were trying to calibrate themselves and failing. He tucked that away. An error bar for later.

On the bench beside him, the optics setup waited like an accusation. Two narrow slits cut into a foil sheet, a cheap red laser clipped to a stand, and a white board propped at the far end of the table. A simple demo. Sixth Form level. Physics club party trick.

It was supposed to be the kind of thing you could explain to a headmaster without losing the will to live.

Kai leaned closer to the monitor. The timestamp glared back: 19:43:12. The username listed under the access event did not belong to him.

HARGREAVES_G.

He felt his stomach drop, neat and clinical, like a weight released in a vacuum tube.

No sound. Just acceleration.

Kai’s gaze flicked to the lab door. It was closed. The corridor outside was empty—he knew because the frosted glass panel showed only smeared yellow light and the shadow of the Science Society poster Jun had “improved” with a moustache drawn on Newton.

Still, the air changed in Kai’s chest as if someone had walked into his personal space without touching him.

He checked his phone—no service in the basement, because the building had been designed in an era when connectivity was a rumor. The screen showed one bar of Wi-Fi clinging to existence.

Jun Park’s name sat at the top of the chat list with three unread messages.

KAI PLEASE TELL ME YOU DIDN’T
BECAUSE I JUST SAW
THE EMAIL
Kai’s thumb hovered over the thread and didn’t open it. He hated reading things that could be real. He preferred measuring.

He breathed in through his nose, counted to three the way his mother taught him when she wanted him to stop reacting like a toddler with a Nobel complex, then exhaled carefully.

His breath fogged the monitor for half a second. The red banner blurred. When the fog cleared, the message was still there.

He opened the system log anyway.

A list appeared. Tidy. Merciless.

19:43:12 — login successful — HARGREAVES_G
19:43:16 — file accessed — “Interference_Demo_KAHv3.xlsx”
19:43:18 — file copied — external device
Kai’s throat tightened, as if his body wanted to swallow his own voice before it betrayed him.

External device.

He glanced at the USB ports on the side of the computer tower. One was occupied by a small black drive. Matte. Unlabeled. Like it was trying very hard not to exist.

Kai didn’t remember plugging anything in.

That was the point, his brain supplied, because his brain enjoyed cruelty when stressed.

He reached for the drive and paused again, fingers a centimeter away. The tiniest sound in the room was the laser’s power supply hum. It had always been there, but now it felt like breathing. Not his.

Kai’s humor tried to surface. Something about haunted USB sticks. Possessed peripherals. The ghost of Windows Vista.

It died on the way up.

He grabbed the drive anyway.

It was warm.

Not from the room. From use.

Kai held it between thumb and forefinger like a contaminant. The metal tip shone. He turned it over, searching for a logo, an engraving, a fingerprint. Nothing. Just smooth plastic and a faint scratch along one edge, like it had been clipped to a keyring once and torn away.

He looked at the door again.

Still closed.

His heart didn’t slow down. It didn’t even pretend.

Kai slid the USB drive out.

The computer made the small, cheerful sound of disconnection—optimistic. Almost insulting.

He set the drive on the bench beside the optics setup, away from his notebook as if proximity could transfer blame. Then he touched the notebook anyway, because touching familiar things made his nervous system believe in order.

The notebook’s cover was soft from overuse. His fingers knew its texture the way his mind knew formulas. Comfort as muscle memory.

He flipped it open.

His handwriting stared up at him—tight, angular, impatient. Lines of notes. A sketch of the apparatus. A column of measurements. At the bottom of the page, a joke he had written earlier to entertain himself while waiting for the laser to stabilize:

if the universe is watching, it has terrible taste in protagonists.

Kai stared at the sentence until his eyes stung.

The universe was not watching, he reminded himself. The universe didn’t have eyes. The universe had particles and fields and information. It had probability distributions. It had noise. It had rules, even when the rules were weird.

But people watched. People with logins.

Kai’s jaw tightened. He tasted metal. Not blood—nothing dramatic. Just the aftertaste of adrenaline, like he’d bitten a coin.

He heard a footstep outside the lab.

Then another.

Soft, measured. Someone who had learned to move quietly in hallways that punished loudness.

Kai didn’t move. He didn’t breathe.

The footsteps stopped at the door.

A pause. The handle didn’t turn.

A voice on the other side, muffled by the door and the building’s thickness. “Mr. Hartmann-Pradana?”

Kai’s humor lunged up again, frantic, trying to put a costume on panic. Mr. Hartmann-Pradana. Like he had a mortgage and opinions about lawn care.

He swallowed. “Yes?”

The door opened. Light from the corridor spilled in, slicing the room into harsh geometry.

Ms. Priya Patel stepped inside without apology. Her heels clicked once on the tiled floor and then went silent, as if the building respected her.

She looked at Kai. Then at the optics setup. Then at the monitor with the red banner.

Her gaze returned to him like a verdict.

“You’re here late,” she said.

“So is... technology,” Kai replied, because his mouth had a death wish.

Ms. Patel’s expression didn’t change. That was worse. “We have rules about after-hours access.”

Kai pointed at the monitor. “Apparently the rules don’t apply to everyone.”

Ms. Patel didn’t react immediately. She crossed to the computer, her movements economical, and read the log on the screen. Kai watched the muscles in her jaw flex once, then relax.

She didn’t say Headmaster Hargreaves’s name out loud. She said, “Interesting.”

That word—small, controlled—landed on Kai’s skin like cold water.

“What do you mean, interesting?” he asked. “It says he copied my file.”

Ms. Patel turned her head slightly, as if calibrating the angle at which she was willing to show concern. “Your file is a school asset if it’s on a school machine.”

“It’s my data,” Kai said.

“It’s your measurements,” she corrected, and tapped the monitor with one finger. “Data lives in systems. Systems have owners.”

Kai hated how true that sounded.

His shoulders tightened. He became aware of his own posture—defensive, angled toward his work like a shield. He forced himself to loosen.

Ms. Patel’s eyes flicked to the USB drive on the bench.

Kai’s hand moved over it instinctively, an ugly possessive reflex.

Ms. Patel’s gaze sharpened. “What is that?”

Kai opened his mouth and didn’t know what answer would make him sound less guilty.

“It was in the computer,” he said finally. “I didn’t—” His voice caught. He cleared his throat. “I didn’t plug it in.”

Ms. Patel stepped closer. She didn’t touch the drive. She just looked at it like it might bite.

“Don’t put it back,” she said. “Don’t open it on your personal laptop.”

Kai laughed, because the alternative was shaking. The laugh came out too loud in the small room. He hated it instantly. “Great. So it’s either malware or a small, portable accusation.”

“Or,” Ms. Patel said, “it’s evidence.”

That word hit harder than any joke could soften.

Evidence meant there were rules. If there were rules, there were outcomes. Outcomes were measurements that couldn’t be negotiated.

Kai’s mind jumped, as it always did, to patterns. Someone had access. Someone wanted his file. Someone used the headmaster’s login—or the headmaster used his own. Someone brought a drive. Someone left it.

Someone wanted him to find it.

His skin prickled.

Ms. Patel exhaled slowly. “Why are you here after dinner, Kai?”

He should have lied. He should have said he forgot his calculator. He should have said Jun dared him. He should have said anything that didn’t make him sound obsessive.

Instead, he pointed at the apparatus. “The demo failed.”

Ms. Patel’s eyes narrowed. “Which demo?”

Kai’s cheeks heated. He hated how quickly humiliation turned his blood into a furnace. “The interference one. For the Assembly.”

Ms. Patel’s mouth flattened. “Tomorrow.”

Kai nodded. “Tomorrow. The one you insisted I do because apparently we need ‘student excellence’ to justify the new lab funding.”

Ms. Patel’s eyebrow lifted. “Careful.”

Kai pressed his tongue to the back of his teeth. He could hear his mother’s voice in his head: Don’t be clever when you’re angry. It makes you small.

He hated that she was right.

“I was practicing,” Kai said, quieter. “Because I don’t want it to fail again.”

Ms. Patel’s gaze softened by half a degree. “Again.”

Kai looked away. “It... glitched.”

“Optics doesn’t glitch,” Ms. Patel said. “People glitch. Equipment drifts. Measurements contain noise. But light does not wake up and decide to sabotage you personally.”

Kai’s laugh came out sharp. “You’re saying my personality is the variable.”

“I’m saying,” Ms. Patel replied, “that if the pattern on the screen was wrong, we find out why. We don’t invent drama.”

Kai stared at her. The dry, angry part of him wanted to say, Tell that to the headmaster with his anonymous USB stick. The softer part of him—the part that wanted someone to take him seriously—wanted to tell her the truth.

He moved to the apparatus. The laser sat on its clamp, the red beam a clean line in the dusty air. The foil with the two slits was taped to a stand. The white screen waited at the end.

He flipped the laser on.

A small red dot appeared on the screen. Then it split into the familiar pattern: bright and dark bands, a fingerprint of interference. It was beautiful in the way math was beautiful—honest, repeating, unwilling to flatter.

Kai’s chest loosened slightly. Relief. Then immediate suspicion. It worked now?

He adjusted the slit plate by a fraction. The bands shifted.

He leaned closer, measuring the spacing with a ruler. He made a note. His handwriting steadied as if the act of recording could keep the world predictable.

Ms. Patel watched. “So why did it fail?”

Kai frowned. “Earlier, it did something—” He searched for a word that wouldn’t make him sound insane. “Uncooperative.”

Ms. Patel’s eyes stayed on the screen. “Describe it.”

Kai hesitated. He felt ridiculous. Saying it out loud would turn it from a private annoyance into a claim. Claims demanded proof. Proof demanded witnesses.

And witnesses changed things.

The observer effect was not magic. It was setup. It was what you chose to measure, and what your measuring device necessarily disturbed. Still, Kai felt it in his bones: being watched made him different. Being watched made his hands clumsy.

Being watched made him want to perform.

“It wasn’t consistent,” he said finally. “The fringes smeared. Like... the pattern couldn’t decide what it was.”

Ms. Patel’s head tilted. “Temperature drift? Vibrations? A loose mount?”

Kai shook his head. “I checked. I checked everything.”

“Everything,” Ms. Patel repeated, the way teachers did when they meant, You checked what you thought was everything.

Kai’s jaw clenched. “I know what I’m doing.”

Ms. Patel’s gaze sharpened. “Then show me.”

The request was simple. The pressure wasn’t.

Kai’s hands moved, quick and precise. He adjusted the laser. He checked alignment. He replaced the slit foil with a fresh one. He leveled the table. He shut the door fully. He waited for the air to settle.

The pattern stayed clean.

Kai felt his pulse in his throat, an embarrassing drumline.

“See?” he said, too quickly. “It works now.”

Ms. Patel didn’t smile. “And earlier?”

Kai stared at the screen like it might confess. The bright bands held steady, confident. Almost smug.

He reached for the small photodiode sensor—one of Jun’s additions to “make it more dramatic.” The sensor could scan the intensity across the screen and feed it into the computer, turning the visible pattern into a dataset.

Kai clipped it to the rail.

Ms. Patel’s gaze flicked to the monitor again. “Your file name.”

Kai stiffened. “Interference_Demo_KAHv3,” he said, automatic.

“KAH,” Ms. Patel repeated. “You initial your data like a brand.”

Kai’s laugh was thin. “Should I use emojis instead?”

Ms. Patel ignored that. “Run the scan.”

Kai clicked through the software. A simple graph appeared: intensity peaks corresponding to the bright fringes. He moved the sensor along the rail. The graph updated in real time.

Beautiful. Predictable. Comforting.

Then the graph jumped.

Not by much. Just a hiccup, a spike where there should have been a trough. A stutter of bright where darkness belonged.

Kai froze.

It happened again. A tiny misbehavior. Like the pattern had blinked at him.

Kai’s throat tightened. His fingers went cold.

Ms. Patel leaned in, her posture suddenly alert. “What was that?”

Kai’s mouth opened. The joke was ready—congratulations, we’ve discovered mood swings in light—but it stuck. His tongue felt thick.

He swallowed. “That’s what I meant.”

Ms. Patel’s eyes stayed on the graph. “Run it again.”

Kai did. Same scan. Same peaks.

And then another hiccup, precisely timed. The same wrongness in the same place.

A pattern.

Not random noise.

Kai felt his scalp prickle. He looked at the sensor, then the rail, then the screen. He checked the connections. The cables were fine.

He glanced at Ms. Patel. Her face was controlled, but her attention had narrowed into something sharp.

“Could be a sensor artifact,” she said, but her voice lacked conviction. “Saturation? Loose contact?”

Kai shook his head, too fast. “No. I calibrated it.”

Ms. Patel’s gaze slid to the computer tower, to the empty USB port.

Kai felt the room tilt. Not physically. Socially. Epistemically.

Someone had accessed his file.

Someone had copied it.

And now the measurement was misbehaving in a way that repeated like a message.

Kai’s mind went somewhere dangerous, as it always did when faced with a puzzle and fear: information.

Particles and energy were old stories. Physics was, increasingly, the story of information. What could be known, what must remain uncertain, what could be copied, what could be stolen.

If someone could steal his data, could they also... change it?

Kai’s breath came short. He forced it slower.

He reached for his notebook and wrote the time of the glitch. Then the sensor position. Then the exact amplitude of the spike. His handwriting tightened until it looked like it might cut the paper.

Ms. Patel watched him write. “Don’t name it yet,” she said quietly.

Kai looked up. “Name it?”

“Don’t call it an anomaly. Don’t call it anything that implies significance before you understand the system.” She tapped the bench near the USB drive without touching it. “People love significance. It makes them feel powerful.”

Kai’s laugh came out hollow. “People love stealing significance too.”

Ms. Patel’s eyes flicked to his face—fast, assessing. “What do you know?”

Kai hesitated. He could tell her about the access log. He could tell her the headmaster’s login name. He could tell her about the warm, unlabeled drive.

But saying it would make it real. It would move it from a private dread into institutional territory, where everything became a polite email and a reputation management strategy.

Kai hated polite emails. They were quantum mechanics for feelings: you never knew what they meant until after they collapsed your options.

“I know someone was in the system,” Kai said carefully. “And I know this isn’t... just noise.”

Ms. Patel’s gaze hardened. “Then we proceed like scientists. We document. We isolate variables. We assume nothing about intention until we have evidence.”

Kai nodded, but his chest burned. He wanted to assume intention. He wanted a villain. Villains made the world simpler.

Ms. Patel glanced at her watch. “It’s late.”

Kai looked at the time. He hadn’t noticed it moving. That was the worst part of obsession—you gave it minutes and it ate hours.

Ms. Patel stepped back. “I will speak to Mr. Hargreaves.”

Kai’s stomach clenched. “You’ll—”

“I said I will speak,” Ms. Patel repeated, and there was steel under the calm. “Not accuse. Not dramatize. Speak.”

Kai’s mouth twisted. “He’s going to say it’s for ‘student safeguarding’ or ‘data security’ or something.”

Ms. Patel’s eyes narrowed. “Let him.”

Kai stared at her. “Why are you helping me?”

Ms. Patel’s expression softened, just slightly. “Because your mind is sharp, Kai. And sharp minds cut themselves when they panic.”

Kai swallowed. His throat hurt. He hated being seen that clearly.

Ms. Patel nodded toward the USB drive. “Put it in an envelope. Seal it. Write the time you found it. Don’t touch it again.”

Kai reached for the drawer under the bench and pulled out a brown envelope. The paper was rough, old-school. He slid the drive inside with two fingers, as if it might smear guilt onto his skin. He sealed it, then wrote:

FOUND 19:46 — K.A.H.

His hand shook on the last letter. He pressed harder until the pen stopped trembling.

Ms. Patel watched the envelope like it was a live thing. “Bring it to me tomorrow morning.”

Kai nodded. “Before Assembly.”

Ms. Patel’s mouth tightened. “Yes. Before you become a school slogan.”

Kai’s laugh escaped, sharp and unwilling. “Is that what this is? Becoming a slogan?”

Ms. Patel’s eyes held his. “It becomes whatever the institution needs it to be. Unless you’re careful.”

Careful. Kai was always careful.

Except when he wasn’t.

Ms. Patel turned toward the door. “Lock up. Go to your house. Sleep.”

Kai almost said I don’t sleep, because his mouth loved self-sabotage. Instead, he said, “Yes, ma’am,” because the part of him that wanted respect could still perform obedience.

Ms. Patel paused at the doorway and looked back. “Kai.”

He looked up.

Her voice lowered. “Do not talk about this to anyone tonight.”

Kai blinked. “Not even Jun?”

Ms. Patel’s expression didn’t change, but something in it softened at Jun’s name. Everyone knew Jun—his chaos was a kind of campus weather.

“Especially not Jun,” she said. “Information spreads fastest through jokes.”

Kai’s lips twitched despite himself. “That’s unfair. Jun also spreads it through memes.”

Ms. Patel’s mouth almost—almost—curved. Then she left, and the door clicked shut behind her.

The lab felt colder.

Kai stood alone with the red laser line cutting through dust like a thought you couldn’t stop having. He stared at the interference pattern on the screen until it began to look like a heartbeat—bright, dark, bright, dark—someone’s yes and no repeating.

He turned the laser off. The red dot vanished.

The darkness on the white board looked suddenly too empty, like the room had lost a witness.

Kai gathered his notebook and the sealed envelope, then hesitated. His eyes drifted back to the computer.

The access log was still open. The headmaster’s username still sat there, calm and official.

Kai should have shut the computer down. He should have locked the lab. He should have gone upstairs and pretended this was a problem for morning.

Instead, his hand moved to the mouse like it belonged to someone else.

He clicked into the “Drafts” folder of the school email client. He didn’t know why. Curiosity. Fear. A need to see the shape of the trap.

One draft sat there, unsent, with no subject line.

Kai’s throat tightened. He clicked it open.

A message filled the screen. It wasn’t from him. It wasn’t to him. It was written in the headmaster’s polite, immaculate tone.

To: sponsorship@—
Cc: r.vale@—
Body:
We have a student whose work may align with your interests. Preliminary data suggests a narrative opportunity. Discretion appreciated.
Kai’s skin went cold.

At the bottom of the email, a line had been added—newer, in a different font size, as if typed on another device and pasted in.

One sentence.

No signature.

RAW DATA ONLY. NO STORY.

Kai stared at the sentence until his eyes burned.

His heart didn’t feel like a heartbeat anymore.

It felt like a countdown.
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CHAPTER 1
The Quiet Genius, Loud Heartbeat
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“Confidence is just uncertainty wearing a blazer.” —Ms. Patel’s Whiteboard

PREVIOUSLY, FROM MS. PRIYA PATEL
I left the lab with the kind of calm you practice for years and still don’t fully earn. The corridor smelled of lemon cleaner and teenage stress. Kai stood inside that room like a held breath—brilliant, brittle, pretending sarcasm was a lab coat. When I saw the access log, I felt the institution’s fingerprints on the glass: neat, invisible, everywhere. Hargreaves’s login. A copied file. A strange drive warm from recent use. The kind of thing that becomes “policy” by morning. I told Kai not to speak, not because silence is virtuous, but because gossip is a solvent. It dissolves nuance. It leaves residue.
On my walk back, I drafted three versions of the same email in my head—one polite, one sharp, one dangerous. I hated that I had to choose a tone like it was a setting on a machine. Before I reached my door, I decided on the safest truth: document first, accuse never. Still, I couldn’t stop thinking about the way Kai’s hand shook as he sealed the envelope, as if he already knew what was coming.
The auditorium lights were already too bright when Kai stepped onto the stage.

Not metaphorically bright. Literally. Someone in AV had cranked them up until the room looked like a hospital waiting area with better chairs. The beams hit Kai’s eyes and washed the faces into pale ovals—teachers, prefects, juniors, bored Year 11s who’d been herded in for “inspiration,” and a scattering of Sixth Formers who came not to learn but to witness.

Witnesses changed outcomes. That was physics and school.

Kai’s throat tasted like pennies. He kept his chin level anyway, because posture was the last thing people couldn’t steal from you.

Behind him, on a rolling lab bench parked near the lectern, the interference setup waited. Two slits. Laser. Screen. Sensor. The kind of demonstration that should have been idiot-proof, which meant it was designed perfectly to humiliate him.

Jun Park was seated two rows from the front, half turned around in his chair like the rules of assembly were a mild suggestion. He made a face that said: We can still fake a fire drill.

Aisha Rahman sat beside Jun, hands folded in her lap, eyes on Kai like she could read the vector of his panic. She didn’t smile to reassure him. She just held his gaze for half a second, steady, as if lending him her breathing.

Marcus Wycliffe lounged a few seats away with the relaxed confidence of someone who never had to earn attention; it simply arrived. He tilted his head, expression polite. Too polite. Like an apology that hadn’t happened yet.

At the far right, near the aisle, Mr. Graham Hargreaves stood with a tablet in his hand and the faint grin of a man watching his own reflection succeed. He looked at Kai the way marketing looked at a product.

Kai’s heartbeat thudded in his ears. Loud. Disloyal.

He reached the lectern. Ms. Patel stood just off to the side, arms crossed, face neutral in a way that meant she was awake to everything. She gave Kai the smallest nod. Not encouragement. Permission.

Kai placed his notes on the lectern. The paper looked absurdly thin for the weight it carried.

He leaned toward the microphone. It made a soft feedback squeal, like the auditorium itself was nervous.

Kai cleared his throat. His voice came out steady anyway. He hated that he could perform steadiness better than he could feel it.

“Good morning,” he said. “Welcome to... light doing what it does when no one tells it to behave.”

A ripple of polite laughter moved through the room. Polite cruelty. They laughed because laughter was safe. It wasn’t the kind of laugh that loved you.

Jun’s laugh was louder, on purpose, as if he could inflate the room’s warmth by sheer volume.

Kai continued. “This is the double-slit experiment. It’s the classic reminder that reality has a sense of humor and a deep resentment of our need for certainty.”

A few students chuckled. A few teachers nodded like this was within the acceptable range of educational whimsy.

Hargreaves’s tablet lifted slightly, recording. Of course it was.

Kai’s skin tightened. He forced his gaze away from the headmaster and toward the apparatus. Focus on the system. Systems behaved if you treated them right.

He stepped to the bench and gestured to the screen, a white panel set a few meters away. The laser pointer—class II, safe for school, safe for fragile reputations—was already clamped in place.

“Light,” Kai said, “can act like a wave. It can act like a particle. In this setup, when it goes through two narrow slits, you see an interference pattern—bright and dark bands—because waves add and subtract.”

He paused just long enough for the room to follow. He liked that moment. The moment where attention aligned.

Then he flipped the laser on.

A red dot appeared on the screen.

Just a dot.

Not a pattern.

Not even a hint of bands.

Kai stared.

His brain ran through possibilities at the speed of shame.

Wrong alignment. Blocked slit. Dead laser. Misplaced screen. A prank.

He adjusted the slit plate with careful fingers. The red dot wobbled, then settled again into the same unhelpful dot.

Jun made a tiny “oof” sound that didn’t quite reach the teachers.

Kai heard it anyway.

He smiled at the audience, because the face you wore in public wasn’t for them. It was for your own survival.

“Okay,” Kai said, “so this is the part where light pretends it doesn’t know me.”

A few laughs. Nervous now. Better.

Kai leaned in to check the foil. The two slits were there. He held the foil up slightly, angled it toward the stage lights. They looked clean, narrow, precise.

He tried again.

Dot.

His stomach sank. The cold kind of sinking, like stepping into a puddle you didn’t see.

Ms. Patel moved closer, not rescuing, just present. Her voice was low. “What changed from last night?”

Last night.

The lab. The access log. The warm USB drive. The unsent email draft with the sentence that felt like a hand around his throat: RAW DATA ONLY. NO STORY.

Kai didn’t let his face show it. He didn’t even let his eyes flick in Hargreaves’s direction.

He swallowed. “Nothing.”

Ms. Patel’s eyebrow lifted. She didn’t argue. She didn’t need to. “Check your alignment.”

Kai nodded. He forced his hands to stop shaking by giving them a job. He loosened the clamp, re-centered the laser. He adjusted the angle a fraction at a time, watching the dot move on the screen.

Still a dot.

The audience rustled. A cough. A chair squeak. Someone whispered and got shushed, but the shush itself was loud enough to count as commentary.

Kai’s heartbeat climbed higher, like it was trying to escape his ribs.

Hargreaves’s voice carried from the aisle. “Take your time, Kai. Science is—”

“A process,” Kai finished, because his mouth refused to let the headmaster own the line. “Yes.”

A few students laughed at that, sharper laughter. A social win. But Kai felt the cost. Every joke was a small surrender: Look, I’m funny. Please don’t notice I’m afraid.

Marcus’s voice floated from his seat, smooth as if he were offering help, not poison. “Could be the slits are too wide. That would—”

Kai’s gaze snapped to Marcus. The boy’s expression was open, innocent. His eyes weren’t.

Kai wanted to say: You’ve never touched a slit plate in your life. He also wanted to say: Please don’t talk about my slits in front of the school.

Instead he said, “Thanks, Marcus.”

Short. Controlled.

Marcus’s smile widened, satisfied. He’d been heard. He’d inserted himself into Kai’s moment. That was how he won.

Aisha leaned slightly toward Jun and whispered something. Jun’s shoulders shook as if she’d said something funny, but his eyes stayed on Kai, worried. Aisha’s gaze returned to Kai for a second. Not pity. Recognition.

Kai turned back to the apparatus.

He glanced at the sensor attachment Jun had begged him to add “for drama.” The photodiode was mounted to a rail, wired to a laptop that sat on the bench, its screen glowing faintly in the harsh auditorium light. The software was open. Ready to turn the pattern into a graph.

A graph couldn’t lie. A graph also couldn’t comfort you.

Kai clicked “Scan.”

The sensor moved across the beam path. The graph drew itself: a single broad hump, no peaks and troughs. No interference fringes. Just... blob.

The room’s collective attention shifted. From curious to delightedly horrified.

This was it. The slow-motion fall. The moment you became a story someone else told.

Kai’s face stayed calm. He felt sweat gather at the base of his neck, under his collar, sticky and shameful. He hated that his body always betrayed him first.

He heard his own voice, too bright. “So. Great. We have reinvented the concept of ‘a dot.’”

A thin laugh. Mostly from Year 11s who loved watching Sixth Formers bleed.

Ms. Patel stepped closer to the lectern, not taking over, but making space for honesty to exist without becoming humiliation. Her voice cut through the room, firm. “Sometimes, the most important part of an experiment is when it fails.”

That line wasn’t for the audience. It was for Kai.

Kai exhaled slowly, the kind of breath you took before you jumped into cold water.

He leaned toward the microphone again. The squeal didn’t happen this time, as if even the sound system had decided to behave at his expense.

“Ms. Patel is right,” Kai said. “We don’t get to choose our results. We get to choose how we respond to them.”

He heard the steadiness in his own voice and hated that he needed it like oxygen.

“The setup is producing a diffraction pattern consistent with a single aperture, not two slits.” He paused. “Which means either the slits aren’t both contributing, or something in the alignment is effectively closing one.”

There. Science. Precision. A way back from spectacle.

He could feel Hargreaves’s attention sharpen, like a camera zooming.

“And because I can’t guarantee a clean interference pattern in this moment,” Kai continued, “I’m not going to pretend one exists. I’ll rerun the demonstration in the lab, diagnose the failure, and report back through the Science Society.”

A beat.

In that beat, Kai heard the words he didn’t say: I am not a fraud.

He didn’t need to say it out loud. Not yet.

Hargreaves clapped first. Of course he did. He turned Kai’s honesty into a performance anyway. “Excellent,” he said, loud enough for the room. “A fine example of resilience.”

Resilience. Another slogan.

The applause spread unevenly—polite, uncertain, as if clapping might contaminate them with his failure.

Kai swallowed. He nodded once, the way he’d seen his mother nod when someone praised her and she didn’t want to owe them gratitude.

He turned off the laser.

The red dot vanished. The blank screen looked like a void that had eaten his pride and asked for seconds.

As students began to stand—scraping chairs, murmuring, releasing the tension in cruelty-laced relief—Kai gathered his notes with fingers that felt slightly numb.

Jun was already moving. He climbed over knees and bags with the urgency of a loyal idiot. Aisha followed, smoother, as if she belonged in every space she entered.

Marcus strolled down the aisle with calculated slowness, letting people make room for him. Hargreaves moved in from the other side, tablet tucked away now, face set in his “supportive mentor” expression.

Kai felt trapped between good intentions and bad optics.

Jun arrived first, grinning too hard. “Okay,” he said, voice low. “Hear me out. We pivot. We tell everyone you were doing minimalist physics. Like, conceptual.”

Kai stared at him. A laugh tried to rise, failed, then rose again because Jun didn’t allow silence to metastasize.

“Minimalist physics,” Kai repeated. “Just a dot. Deep.”

Jun nodded solemnly. “A dot is a lifestyle.”

Aisha reached them and didn’t laugh. She looked at Kai’s face, then his hands, then the way his shoulders were held too tight. “You’re shaking,” she said.

“I’m not,” Kai said automatically.

Aisha lifted her eyebrows. “Your left hand disagrees.”

Kai looked down. His fingers were tapping the edge of his notebook, fast, involuntary, like a metronome set too high.

He stopped the tapping by gripping the notebook harder. “It’s fine.”

Jun’s grin softened. “It’s not fine. It’s survivable.”

Kai shot him a look. “Thank you for the distinction.”

Aisha’s voice was warm but precise. “You did the right thing. You didn’t fake it.”

Kai exhaled. The praise hit his chest like a bruise being pressed. He wanted it. He also hated needing it.

Before he could respond, Marcus arrived, smiling like a concerned friend. “Tough luck,” he said.

Kai kept his expression neutral. “Yeah.”

Marcus’s eyes flicked briefly to Aisha, then back to Kai. “Still. Brave of you to do it in front of everyone.”

The word brave landed like a pin. It implied he’d been afraid. Which he had. Marcus knew that. That was the point.

Jun leaned in, cheerful. “Bravery is Kai’s love language. He expresses affection through public failure.”

Kai elbowed Jun lightly, but Jun didn’t stop. He never stopped. He was a moving distraction.

Marcus chuckled. “If anyone can figure it out, you can.”

The compliment sounded like a pat. Kai hated pats.

Aisha’s gaze stayed on Marcus, sharp but polite. “It’s interesting how certain you are,” she said.

Marcus’s smile didn’t falter. “Certain about what?”

“That Kai will fix it,” Aisha said, voice calm. “Certainty can be... convenient.”

Jun made a small impressed sound, like a referee watching a clean hit.

Marcus’s eyes narrowed by a fraction. “I have faith.”

Aisha’s smile was small. “Faith is not a method.”

Kai felt the air shift. Aisha had not raised her voice. She hadn’t attacked. She’d simply refused the story Marcus was trying to write.

Kai wanted to thank her. He also wanted to disappear.

Hargreaves arrived, clapping his hands once as if he were closing a meeting. “There you are,” he said. “Kai. Splendid composure.”

Kai’s stomach tightened. “Thanks.”

Hargreaves’s gaze moved over Jun and Aisha as if checking them off on a list of supporting characters. “Jun. Aisha. Always nice to see our brightest minds together.”

Jun bowed slightly. “We’re like a group project you didn’t ask for.”

Hargreaves smiled as if Jun had said something charming instead of mildly subversive. “Kai, a word?”

Kai glanced at Ms. Patel across the stage. She was tidying cables with brisk efficiency, but her eyes flicked up and met his. She didn’t nod this time. She waited.

Kai faced Hargreaves. “Sure.”

Hargreaves lowered his voice, friendly. “The Assembly was... well-handled.”

Kai waited. There was always a second sentence.

Hargreaves gave it. “But we must be mindful of perception. Parents attend these things. Governors read reports. Universities—”

“Care about successful experiments?” Kai offered.

Hargreaves chuckled, as if this was banter between equals. “Care about excellence. Consistency. A narrative of reliability.”

Narrative. The word scraped.

Kai’s fingers tightened around his notebook. He could feel, faintly, the absence in his bag where the sealed envelope should have been—Ms. Patel had taken it this morning. He’d watched her slip it into her tote like it was a fragile bomb.

Kai forced his voice steady. “Science isn’t always consistent.”

“Ah,” Hargreaves said, smile still in place, “but young scientists can be.”

There it was. The polite threat. The expectation disguised as encouragement.

Hargreaves’s gaze slid to Kai’s notebook. “You’ll provide Ms. Patel with a written explanation, yes? For our records.”

Kai’s spine stiffened. Records. Logs. Data. Who owned what.

Jun shifted beside Kai, sensing danger. Aisha’s posture remained relaxed, but her eyes sharpened. Marcus watched with mild interest, as if enjoying a play.

Kai nodded. “Yes.”

Hargreaves’s smile deepened. “Good. And one more thing—”

Kai’s phone buzzed in his pocket. A short, sharp vibration. Like a pulse.

He didn’t take it out. He didn’t want to.

Hargreaves continued, voice smooth. “We have a visitor next week. A representative from a youth research foundation. They’re very keen on promising students.”

Kai’s skin prickled. He pictured the draft email he’d seen last night, the line in a different font: RAW DATA ONLY. NO STORY.

He kept his face blank. “Okay.”

Hargreaves touched Kai’s shoulder lightly, a gesture that looked supportive from a distance and felt like ownership up close. “Don’t worry, Kai. You’ll give them something spectacular.”

Kai held still until Hargreaves’s hand left. Then he stepped back by instinct, reclaiming air.

Hargreaves moved away, already scanning the room for the next person to manage.

Marcus gave Kai a small nod, as if they’d shared a moment. “See you in lab,” he said.

Kai’s jaw tightened. “Yeah.”

As Marcus walked off, Jun leaned close. “He says ‘see you’ like he’s already seen your obituary.”

Kai exhaled a laugh despite himself. It cracked out of him like relief escaping a sealed container.

Aisha didn’t smile. She touched Kai’s elbow lightly. “Your phone,” she said.

Kai’s hand went to his pocket. The phone buzzed again, insistent. He pulled it out just enough to see the notification without opening anything.

An email preview. No subject.

From: unknown address.

Two words visible in the preview line.

RAW DATA.

Kai’s stomach dropped so fast it was almost impressive.

He slid the phone back into his pocket as if it were hot.

Jun noticed. Of course he did. “Bad?”

Kai forced a shrug. “Nothing.”

Aisha’s gaze stayed on him, quiet and unwavering. “Your ‘nothing’ has a pulse.”

Kai swallowed. He wanted to say: Someone is watching my measurements like they’re money. He wanted to say: I don’t know where my logbook is safe. He wanted to say: I’m scared and I hate that I’m scared.

Instead he said, “I need to fix the demo.”

Jun nodded immediately, as if “fix” was a religion. “Lab?”

Kai nodded.

Aisha’s eyes softened slightly. “I’ll come.”

Kai’s reflexive response rose: No, you don’t have to. Then: Yes, please. Then: Don’t make her part of your problem.

He chose the safest line. “You don’t have to.”

Aisha tilted her head. “I didn’t ask for permission.”

Jun made a pleased noise. “Iconic.”

Kai exhaled, something loosening in his chest that wasn’t relief exactly. More like... less alone.

They walked out of the auditorium into the corridor, where the air smelled like old wood, perfume, and the faint metallic tang of rain brought in on shoes. Students flowed around them in clusters, already converting the morning into gossip.

Kai caught fragments:

“—he froze—”
“—thought he was a genius—”
“—dot, not a pattern—”
“—my dad said—”
Each fragment felt like a small cut. Nothing fatal. Death by a thousand glances.

Jun talked too loudly on purpose. “Honestly, I think the dot was brave. A dot has boundaries. A dot says, ‘I will not be reduced to your expectations.’”

Aisha shot Jun a look. “Are you quoting me through geometry?”

Jun beamed. “I’m learning.”

Kai’s mouth twitched. “Please don’t make my humiliation inspirational.”

Jun shrugged. “Too late. The school will put it on a banner.”

Kai imagined a banner: FAILURE IS A PROCESS. Sponsored by the Board of Governors.

He felt sick again.

They reached the science wing. The corridors here were quieter, cleaner, colder. Institutional calm. The kind that made everything feel like it could be documented.

Kai fumbled his keys. The metal was cold against his fingers. He inserted the key into the lab door and hesitated for half a second, a private flash of last night: the access log, the drive, Ms. Patel’s warning.

His hand tightened.

He unlocked the door anyway.

Inside, the lab smelled like dust and faint ozone. Familiar. Almost safe.

Kai flipped the lights on. The fluorescent hum filled the room like an anxious thought.

Jun went straight to the bench. “Okay, Doctor Chaos is in the building. What are we blaming? The laser? The foil? The ghost of Isaac Newton’s disappointment?”

Kai set his notebook down carefully, as if neatness could prevent betrayal. “We’re not blaming anything. We’re diagnosing.”

Jun saluted. “Yes, Captain Method.”

Aisha moved around the space without touching anything yet, eyes scanning. She noticed everything. Kai found it both comforting and terrifying.

Kai approached the apparatus. In the lab, without an audience, it should behave. It had behaved last night—mostly. Until it didn’t.

He turned the laser on.

A red dot appeared on the screen.

His throat tightened. Not again.

He adjusted the slit plate. He checked the alignment. Dot.

Jun whistled softly. “Okay. So light has beef with you specifically.”

Kai ignored him. He leaned closer and lifted the foil plate, holding it between his fingers. The slits looked fine, but the microscope lens on the bench could reveal burrs, imperfections. He grabbed it and examined the foil.

The slits were there. Clean.

He replaced it and tried again.

Dot.

Kai’s pulse climbed. His fingers went numb at the tips. He hated that his body responded like this to uncertainty. He was supposed to love uncertainty. Physics was uncertainty in formalwear.

But this wasn’t elegant. This felt targeted.

Aisha stepped closer, voice soft. “Kai.”

He didn’t look up. “Not now.”

Aisha waited half a beat, then spoke anyway. “You’re doing that thing.”

Kai’s jaw tightened. “What thing.”

“The thing where you talk like you’re alone,” she said. “And your shoulders go up like armor.”

Kai’s breath caught. He hated that she saw him. He also hated that she was right.

Jun leaned on the bench, eyes on the setup. “Okay, let’s do basic. Is one slit blocked?”

Kai exhaled. “It shouldn’t be.”

Jun lifted his eyebrows. “Shouldn’t is not a measurement.”

Kai shot him a look. Jun grinned. “I have been hanging out with Ms. Patel. It’s contagious.”

Kai pulled the foil plate out and covered one slit with a tiny piece of tape, leaving the other open. He turned the laser on again.

The dot remained. A little wider. Still a dot. That was expected for a single slit. Diffraction, yes, but with their distance and slit width, it would be subtle. Fine.

He uncovered the taped slit and covered the other. Same result.

He removed the tape entirely, exposing both slits.

Still a dot.

His stomach twisted. Two slits should yield interference if both contributed. Unless the distance to the screen was wrong. Unless the slit separation was wrong. Unless the coherence length of the laser was insufficient. But it was the same laser. The same geometry.

Unless something else was happening.

Kai glanced at the laptop. The sensor software was still open. He moved the photodiode along the rail and ran a scan.

The graph showed a single hump.

Aisha watched the screen, then looked at Kai’s face. “This isn’t about the demo,” she said quietly.

Kai’s laugh came sharp. “It’s literally about the demo.”

Aisha didn’t flinch. “You’re scared.”

Kai’s throat tightened. He forced air out through his nose. “I’m annoyed.”

Aisha’s eyes stayed steady. “Those aren’t mutually exclusive.”

Jun, sensing the emotional minefield, pointed at the slit plate. “Could it be—this is stupid—but could the foil have shifted? Like, are the slits actually aligned with the beam?”

Kai froze.

He looked at the plate. At the beam path. At the clamps.

He adjusted the plate slightly, sliding it sideways by a millimeter. He turned the laser on again.

For half a second, the red dot bloomed into something else—faint bands, like a whisper of interference trying to exist.

Kai’s breath caught.

Then it collapsed back into a dot.

Jun’s eyes widened. “Oh. Oh! That was—did you see that?”

Kai’s pulse hammered. He moved the plate again, slower, micro-adjustments, like tuning a radio between stations.

The bands appeared again—faint, smeared, then sharper for a heartbeat.

And then—wrongness.

One band brightened where it shouldn’t. A spike. A hiccup in the light. Like the lab itself had blinked.

Kai’s skin prickled.

Aisha leaned closer, voice soft. “Kai.”

He didn’t answer. He stared at the screen as if it might confess the name of whoever had touched his system.

Jun whispered, “That’s... not normal, right?”

Kai swallowed. His tongue felt dry. He forced himself to speak with scientific caution, even as his heart tried to climb out of his chest. “It’s... inconsistent.”

Aisha’s gaze moved from the screen to Kai’s face. “And that’s what happened in Assembly,” she said. Not a question. A conclusion.

Kai’s mouth opened. His voice came out thin. “Yes.”

Jun shifted, humor failing for once. “So what does that mean?”

Kai stared at the faint bands. The smear. The brief spike. The way it seemed to misbehave only when it was almost right.

He thought of the email preview in his pocket. RAW DATA.

He thought of the access log. External device.

He thought of Hargreaves’s hand on his shoulder, the weight of ownership.

He forced his breathing slow. He reached for his notebook and wrote the time. The plate position. The brightness irregularity.

His handwriting tightened like a clenched fist.

“It means,” Kai said quietly, “something in this setup is acting like it has an opinion.”

Aisha’s voice was gentle but firm. “Light doesn’t have opinions.”

Kai nodded, staring at the screen. “People do.”

Jun exhaled slowly. “Okay. Cool. Normal. This is totally the kind of thing that happens at schools with formal dinners and Latin mottos.”

Kai didn’t laugh.

He looked at the apparatus again, at the tiny shift that made the pattern appear and vanish, at the spike that felt like a signature.

A small, ambiguous anomaly.

But it was there.

And it wanted his attention.

Kai tightened his grip on the notebook and made a decision without saying it out loud: he wasn’t going to let the school turn his uncertainty into a slogan.

He was going to measure until the truth stopped moving.

The red bands trembled on the screen like a heartbeat trying to be heard.
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CHAPTER 2
Two Slits, One Reputation
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“Before you explain, measure again.” —Kai’s Margins

PREVIOUSLY, FROM JUN PARK
Kai didn’t laugh when he usually would have, which is how I knew the day had crossed into the “we might actually be doomed” category. We were in the lab right after Assembly, the air smelling like dust and electricity and Kai’s stubbornness. The demo that had embarrassed him onstage refused to behave even in private, which felt personal—like light was joining the school’s reputation economy. I tried jokes because jokes are my emergency blanket, but Kai’s eyes were locked on the screen like it owed him a confession. Aisha did the thing she does—she didn’t try to fix him, she just named what was happening. “You’re scared.” He called it “annoyed,” which is basically his version of honesty.
Then it happened: a brief, undeniable flicker in the interference pattern and a spike where there shouldn’t be one, like the data had hiccupped. Kai grabbed his notebook like it was oxygen. Aisha didn’t let Marcus or anyone else rewrite the moment, and I swear the room got colder anyway. Kai said, very quietly, “People have opinions.” And I realized this wasn’t just about physics. It was about who got to own the story of his brain.
Kai was already late to his own obsession.

He ran down the corridor toward the science wing with his tie half-crooked and his blazer unbuttoned, the way boys ran when they wanted to pretend they weren’t running. The bell had gone two minutes ago. Somewhere behind him, the building continued its calm, indifferent routine—Latin mottos on the walls, prefects policing posture, the smell of toast and anxiety clinging to the air.

His phone buzzed in his pocket again.

He didn’t look.

Looking would make it real. Real meant decisions. He had enough of those.

He pushed through the science wing door and nearly collided with Mr. Collins, the lab technician, who was carrying a tray of glassware like it was a sacred offering.

Mr. Collins sidestepped with practiced annoyance. “Hartmann-Pradana.”

Kai grabbed the edge of the door to stop his momentum. His palm stung against the cold metal. “Morning.”

“It’s already mid-morning,” Mr. Collins said, not smiling. “And you’re not a particle. You can’t be in two places at once.”

Kai’s mouth tried to produce a joke about being a wavefunction. He swallowed it. “Working on that.”

Mr. Collins peered at him over his glasses. “You look like you slept in a centrifuge.”

“I slept,” Kai said.

Mr. Collins’s expression suggested he had seen sleep and Kai wasn’t it. “Ms. Patel’s expecting you. And before you ask, no, you can’t ‘borrow’ the lab keys again.”

Kai tried to look offended. It came out guilty.

Mr. Collins angled his head toward the lab door. “Also. Your friend was here.”

Kai’s stomach tightened. “Jun?”

Mr. Collins snorted softly. “The other one. The one who smiles like he’s selling you insurance.”

Marcus.

Kai felt his pulse jump. “He was in the lab?”

“Stood at the door,” Mr. Collins corrected. “Asked if he could ‘observe.’ I said the lab wasn’t a zoo.”

Kai’s fingers curled around the strap of his bag. The strap creaked. “Did he come in?”

“No,” Mr. Collins said. Then, after a beat, “Not while I was there.”

That “while” hooked under Kai’s ribs and pulled.

Kai nodded once. “Thanks.”

Mr. Collins shifted the glassware tray. “Try not to break anything. Including your own reputation. It makes a mess.”

Kai’s laugh came out thin. “Noted.”

He moved on, faster now, the hallway narrowing in his vision. He could already imagine Ms. Patel’s face: calm, disappointed, exacting. She didn’t yell. She didn’t need to. Her standards were louder than noise.

At the lab door, he paused with his hand on the handle.

Micro-tension: would it be locked? Would it smell like someone else had been in here? Would the apparatus be altered by a millimeter that cost him a month?

He pushed in.

The lab lights were on. Ms. Patel stood near the central bench with her laptop open, a mug of tea beside it, steam curling upward like a thought trying to escape. The double-slit setup was assembled on the optics bench with the precision of someone who cared about truth more than theater.

Aisha sat on a stool near the window, not in uniform blazer—she’d shrugged it off and draped it over the back like she refused to be physically constrained when the world was already doing that emotionally. She looked up as Kai entered. Her gaze flicked to his face, his hands, the way he held his breath.

Jun stood near the sink, spinning a rubber stopper on the countertop like it was a coin. He stopped when he saw Kai. “He lives!”

Kai ignored the comment and went straight to the bench. “Did you run it?”

Ms. Patel didn’t look up yet. “Good morning.”

Kai exhaled, adjusted. “Good morning.”

Jun whispered loudly to Aisha, “He remembers manners. The apocalypse is postponed.”

Aisha didn’t smile. She watched Kai like he was a measurement that kept drifting.

Ms. Patel finally looked at him. “Sit.”

Kai didn’t sit. He set his bag down and reached for his notebook automatically—then his hand froze.

The notebook wasn’t there.

He felt the absence like a missing tooth.

He rummaged in his bag, too quickly, fingers tangling in pens and a calculator and the crumpled edge of his timetable. The inside of the bag smelled like paper and stale gum and panic. He pulled out his physics textbook, his water bottle, a wad of loose papers.

No notebook.

His throat tightened. His ears warmed. “Where is it?”

Jun’s eyebrows shot up. “Your sacred scroll?”

Aisha’s voice was quiet. “Kai.”

Kai’s mouth went dry. The notebook was where his measurements lived. It was where his method lived. It was where his sanity was filed neatly in ink. Losing it wasn’t just inconvenience. It was vulnerability.

He forced himself not to look frantic. He failed.

Ms. Patel’s gaze sharpened. “Your lab logbook?”

Kai swallowed. “My notebook. The one I used yesterday.”

Ms. Patel set her mug down carefully, as if sound mattered. “I told you to document properly. In the official log.”

Kai’s jaw clenched. The official log. The one that now felt like a haunted object. The one he hadn’t been using because—because someone had already accessed his data and he didn’t trust the system.

He kept his face neutral. “I was going to transfer—”

“Later,” Ms. Patel finished, cool. “Always later. That’s how errors become stories.”

Jun, sensing the emotional cliff, held up both hands. “Okay, okay. We’re not blaming the notebook. We’re blaming capitalism. Or the House system.”

Aisha shot Jun a look that said, Not now.

Jun mouthed, Sorry, but he didn’t fully stop. He was a bicycle that couldn’t balance without movement.

Kai forced his attention back to the bench. “We can rerun. I remember the positions.”

Ms. Patel’s expression didn’t soften. “Memory is not data.”

Kai hated her for being right.

He felt his phone buzz in his pocket again—two quick pulses like an impatient knock. He ignored it with practiced cruelty.

Ms. Patel gestured toward the apparatus. “Show me what you saw after Assembly.”

Kai’s hands moved into competence. He checked the laser clamp, the slit plate, the screen distance. He verified the photodiode was connected to the data logger. He leaned in so close he could smell the faint metallic tang of the rail.

Aisha watched him, eyes soft but alert. Jun leaned over his shoulder, not touching anything—mostly because Ms. Patel’s glare had trained him not to.

Kai flicked the laser on.

A red beam cut through the lab’s dusty air. On the screen, an interference pattern appeared—bright and dark bands. Real. Present.

Kai’s shoulders loosened by a fraction. Relief, then suspicion. Why now?

He moved the photodiode sensor along the rail and started a scan. The laptop plotted intensity versus position. Peaks where bright bands were. Troughs where dark bands were.

Everything looked clean.

Jun exhaled dramatically. “Okay. Light is back to its normal emotionally unavailable self.”

Kai didn’t laugh. His eyes stayed on the data stream.

He shifted the slit plate by a millimeter—the same direction as yesterday. The pattern smeared slightly, then sharpened again.

And then it happened.

A spike.

A bright peak appeared where the graph predicted a trough. It lasted for two samples—two tiny, crisp points—then vanished. The next scan line returned to normal.

Kai’s breath stopped. His pulse slammed into his throat.

Ms. Patel leaned in. “Stop.”

Kai’s finger hovered over the mouse. He froze.

Jun whispered, “That’s the naughty thing, right? The—what did you call it—light having an opinion?”

Kai shot him a look that said, Don’t anthropomorphize my terror.

Aisha leaned forward, eyes on the graph. “It’s repeatable?” she asked.

Kai’s mouth went dry. “It was yesterday. Under specific conditions.”

Ms. Patel’s voice was calm, but her attention had narrowed into something sharp enough to cut. “Run it again. Same conditions.”

Kai forced his hands to obey. He reset the sensor position. He adjusted the slit plate to the exact offset.

He ran the scan.

Normal peaks. Normal troughs.

No spike.

His stomach dropped. Of course. The universe loved making him look dramatic.

Jun let out a soft “ha,” not amused, more like wounded. “Okay. So it’s shy.”

Ms. Patel didn’t respond to Jun. She looked at Kai. “What do you know?”

Kai’s jaw tightened. His fingers tapped once against the bench, involuntary. He stopped them. “I know we saw a spike. It was recorded. Two samples.”

“What do you think?” Ms. Patel asked.

Kai hesitated. Every interpretation felt like a trap.

“I think,” he said slowly, “it could be electrical noise. Or sensor saturation. Or a loose contact.”

Ms. Patel nodded once. “Good. Keep going.”

Kai’s mind raced. Yesterday, the spike had aligned with a specific position. Today it appeared again—once. Then refused. Like a liar who told the truth only when it helped.

He checked the cables. He pressed each connection. He reseated the photodiode plug into the data logger. He examined the rail for dust or wobble.

Everything was clean.

Aisha stood and moved closer, but stopped at the edge of the bench. She didn’t touch. She didn’t intrude. She just existed near him, anchoring his breathing.

“You didn’t sleep,” she said quietly.

Kai didn’t look up. “I did.”

Aisha’s voice stayed gentle. “You slept the way machines sleep. On standby.”

Jun whispered, “I sleep like a dead Victorian child.”

Aisha shot him a look. Jun shrugged. “Too much Drama Club.”

Kai’s mouth twitched, then fell. He wanted humor. Humor was easier than fear.

Ms. Patel pointed at the data plot. “If it’s electrical noise, it should correlate with power fluctuations. If it’s sensor saturation, it should appear at high intensity peaks, not troughs.”

Kai stared at the spike. It had appeared at a trough. That was the unsettling part. It was not simply a saturation at brightness. It was a brightening where darkness should have been.

“Could it be,” Jun said, tentative, “that the software—like, does it... glitch?”

Kai’s stomach tightened at the word glitch. The prologue. The access log. The feeling of being pulled by invisible strings.

He kept his voice neutral. “Software glitches leave fingerprints. Like timestamp jumps.”

Aisha’s gaze flicked to him. “Timestamp jumps?”

Kai heard himself say it and felt his skin go cold. He hadn’t meant to reveal that.

Ms. Patel’s head turned. “What do you mean?”

Kai swallowed. He could not mention the headmaster’s login. He could not mention the USB drive envelope without igniting an institutional fire he couldn’t control. He needed evidence. He needed method. He needed the missing notebook, because it was where he had written everything down.

He forced a half-truth. “The logger timestamp looked... off yesterday. By fractions of a second.”

Ms. Patel’s eyes narrowed. “Off how?”

Kai shook his head, frustrated. “I need my notes.”

Jun brightened, seizing the one solvable thing. “Okay! We find the notebook. This is a quest. A side mission. We loot the corridors.”

Aisha’s tone was soft, but firm. “Where did you last have it?”

Kai’s mind replayed the day like a scan line. Assembly. Lab. Corridor. Bag. He had written in it after the flicker. He had carried it out.

Had he left it on the bench? Had someone taken it from his bag when he wasn’t looking? Had Marcus—

Kai’s gaze flicked to the far side of the lab, to the shelf where the official logbook lived. It wasn’t missing. It was there, pristine and accusing.

He felt his phone buzz again, more insistent. He hated it. He hated that a device could demand his attention like a person.

Ms. Patel watched him for a beat, then said, “Check your locker. Check your last classroom. Then come back. And Kai—”

He looked up.

Her voice lowered. “Stop treating missing documentation like a minor inconvenience.”

It wasn’t a scolding. It was a warning.

Kai nodded. “Yes.”

Jun grabbed his blazer from a chair and threw it on like a cape. “Come on. We hunt.”

Aisha slipped her blazer over one arm, eyes still on Kai. “I’ll help.”

Kai’s reflex rose: don’t involve her. Don’t make her part of your variables. Don’t turn her into your assistant.

Aisha seemed to read the thought before it finished forming. She lifted her eyebrows. “And no, I’m not your experiment.”

Kai’s throat tightened. “I wasn’t—”

“You were,” she said, not unkind. “In your head.”

Jun pointed at Aisha like he was awarding points. “Boundary queen.”

Kai felt heat in his face. He hated being seen. He also needed it.

They left the lab. The corridor outside was busier now, students moving between lessons, their conversations threading into a constant low hum. The building felt like a giant, well-dressed organism that digested privacy.

As they walked, Kai’s phone buzzed again.

This time, Jun noticed the twitch in Kai’s shoulder. “Your pocket is possessed.”

Kai forced a laugh. “It’s nothing.”

Aisha’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Your nothing keeps vibrating.”

Kai didn’t answer. He didn’t want to. Because the last time he’d glimpsed the email preview, it had used the kind of language that made his skin crawl.

SAW YOUR TIMESTAMP.

He hadn’t opened it. Not on-screen. He told himself that kept it from being real.

They reached the Sixth Form lockers. The hallway here was quieter, more controlled, because this was senior territory, where reputation was sharper and cruelty wore better shoes.

Kai spun his locker code too quickly, messed it up, then forced himself to slow down. The metal dial was cold under his fingers. He opened the door.

Books. Papers. A half-eaten protein bar. A spare tie.

No notebook.

His stomach tightened.

Jun leaned in and rummaged without asking, then froze. “Oh. Okay.”

Kai’s eyes flicked. “What?”

Jun held up a glossy flyer. “Science Society Recruitment. Featuring... you.”

Kai snatched it. The flyer showed a photo of Kai from last term’s physics competition, looking serious and slightly annoyed, like he was being forced to exist in public. Above it, bold text: FUTURE OXBRIDGE PHYSICIST.

Below: “Witness brilliance.”

Kai’s jaw clenched. “Who made this?”

Jun turned it over. “Hannah Bell. School magazine.”

Aisha exhaled softly. “Of course.”

Kai crumpled the flyer in his fist, then forced himself to uncrumple it, because he hated leaving evidence of emotion.

He slid it back into the locker.

“Okay,” Jun said briskly, “notebook is not here. Next: last classroom.”

They headed toward the math block. As they walked, students looked at Kai in quick glances—too quick to be kind. He could feel Assembly replaying in their eyes: the dot, the failure, the awkward applause.

Marcus appeared near the staircase as if conjured by gossip.

He leaned against the banister
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