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Chapter 1: Graduation
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The sun was perfect. That was the first thought that passed through Amara Cole’s mind as she walked across the field, her crimson gown swishing against her calves. Not too hot. Not too humid. A breeze that smelled like cut grass and someone’s perfume—jasmine, maybe—drifted through the rows of white folding chairs.

She adjusted her mortarboard and scanned the bleachers. Her parents had promised front-row seats. Her father had even joked about bringing binoculars, though she knew he wouldn’t need them. He always found her. Always.

There. Third row from the bottom. Her mother waved, a flash of yellow dress that Amara had helped her pick out two weeks ago. Her father stood beside her, phone already raised, probably recording even though the ceremony hadn’t officially started.

Amara laughed and shook her head. She gave them a small wave back.

“Nervous?” asked her best friend, Kaelen, falling into step beside her. His gown was rumpled, his tie askew. He’d probably slept in it.

“Not anymore,” she said.

The graduates found their seats. Amara was near the front—valedictorian privileges. She smoothed her gown, checked the speech folded in her pocket, and let herself breathe.

The principal took the podium. He was a tall man with a kind voice, the kind who remembered names. He welcomed the families, told a joke about the long road to graduation, and began calling students forward.

Amara watched her friends cross the stage. Kaelen tripped on the steps and turned it into a bow. The crowd laughed. Her mother’s blue dress flashed as she clapped.

Then it was Amara’s turn.

“Amara Cole,” the principal announced. “Summa cum laude. University scholarship recipient. Future of the robotics program at Luna Station.”

She walked up the steps. The principal handed her the certificate, and for a moment, the world was exactly as it should be—the weight of the paper in her hands, the applause rising, her father’s phone aimed at her face.

She turned to find her parents in the crowd.

Her mother’s seat was empty.

Amara’s smile faltered. She looked to the row behind it. Then the row behind that. Her father’s phone lay on the bleacher bench, still recording, the lens pointing at an empty chair.

“Mom?” The word came out small, lost in the applause.

She turned back to the principal. He was reaching for the next certificate, his hand outstretched. Then his hand wasn’t there. His arm ended at the wrist, clean as if he’d never had a hand at all.

His eyes widened. His mouth opened.

He disappeared. The certificate fluttered to the stage.

Screaming started. Amara spun. In the bleachers, a man was staring at his wife’s blue dress pooling on the seat beside him. A child called for her mother, then stopped mid-word, her voice cut off like a string snapping.

People scrambled over rows of chairs, falling, shoving. A woman tripped and went down hard; the crowd flowed around her, leaving her crawling toward the stairs. Someone’s hat flew into the air, caught by a panicked arm. A man in a QuinGen jacket stood frozen in the aisle, staring at his own empty hands, then he too was gone, his jacket crumpling to the concrete.

Amara couldn’t move. Her feet were welded to the stage. The certificate trembled in her grip. She watched a girl from her chemistry class—she couldn’t remember her name—climb over three rows of empty seats, reach for her mother, and vanish before she could touch her.

The air shimmered. Amara felt it in her chest first—a pressure, a pulling, as if something behind her ribs was being tugged toward the sky. She tried to breathe. Her lungs wouldn’t fill.

More people were gone now. A row of empty chairs. A scattering of caps. A woman still clapping, clapping at no one, her face slack.

“Mom!” Amara screamed.

The light came for her. Not from above—from inside. Her bones hummed. Her blood felt like it was being drawn toward a current she couldn’t see. The world tilted.

She saw her mother’s face. Her father’s voice, calling her name from somewhere far away, or maybe from yesterday, or maybe from a memory that was already starting to blur at the edges.

The stage was gone. The chairs were gone. She was standing in a field of light, and the light was warm, and for a moment, she wasn’t afraid.

Then she was nowhere.

The sun was perfect. The grass was green. The breeze carried jasmine and cut grass.

Amara Cole’s certificate lay on the stage. Her cap tumbled across the field and came to rest against a chair leg.

No one came to pick it up.
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Chapter 2: The Labor
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The hospital was already collapsing when the ambulance arrived.

The paramedics swung open the rear doors. The one on the passenger side—a woman with braids tucked under her cap—took one step onto the asphalt and vanished. No sound. No flash. One moment she was there, reaching for the gurney; the next, her uniform pooled at her feet.

The driver barely had time to register it. He grabbed the gurney's rail and pulled.

Raymond gripped the same rail with white-knuckled hands. His leg was wrapped in a makeshift tourniquet, his shirt soaked with blood. A nurse who had been waiting outside took the other side, and together they wheeled him through the emergency entrance.

"It wasn't my fault," Raymond muttered. His eyes were glassy, unfocused. "The driver disappeared. Swerved into nothing. I didn't—"

"It's okay, sir." The paramedic's voice was steady, but his hands trembled on the rail. "We need a room, now!"

The emergency room was already a warzone. Gurneys clogged the corridors. Some were empty. Some held patients who stared at the ceiling with blank confusion, their injuries forgotten along with the paramedics who had brought them in. A nurse in charge stood at the center, barking orders, a clipboard clutched to her chest. She spotted them and pointed toward an empty bed where a patient had been lying seconds ago.

"Put him there!"

They moved. Raymond's gurney clattered across the tile. The paramedic was talking to him—reassurances, instructions—but Raymond had gone quiet. Too quiet.

The paramedic looked down.

The gurney was empty. Raymond's clothes lay folded where his body had been, a wallet and phone nestled in the hollow of the shirt. The paramedic stumbled back, his mouth open.

A woman near the nurses' station screamed. A man in a bloodied shirt wandered past, calling a name that no longer meant anything, his voice rising and falling like a siren winding down.

Then, just as suddenly, the chaos ebbed. The woman stopped screaming. The man stopped calling. People blinked, looked around, and went back to work. A nurse picked up a chart she'd dropped and asked a passing doctor about a patient who no longer existed. The doctor shrugged. They moved on.

The paramedic stood alone in the middle of the room, his hands empty, his mind grasping at something that slipped away the harder he tried to hold it. He frowned, looked at the empty gurney, and couldn't remember why it was there.

He walked away.

Minutes passed. The emergency room settled into something that looked almost normal—if you ignored the gurneys abandoned in hallways, the patients who lay in beds they didn't remember being wheeled into, the strange gaps in every conversation.

Then it happened again.

A shimmer passed through the center of the room. Not heat. Something else. A ripple, like the air itself was coughing. The nurse in charge—the one who'd been barking orders—looked down at her clipboard. The glow started at her chest, soft gold, spreading outward. Her face went slack. Her fingers opened. The clipboard clattered to the floor.

She was gone before it hit.

The screaming returned. People ran. A woman pressed herself against the wall, her hands pressed to her temples, muttering the same phrase over and over. A man tried to pull a patient from a bed, but the patient vanished before he could reach him.

And then a voice cut through.

"Everyone, stop!"

A doctor stood in the center of the chaos. Middle-aged, white coat splattered with something dark, his mask hanging around his neck. He held his hands up, palms out, and for a moment, people listened.

"Everyone be calm," he said. "We don't know what's happening, but panicking won't help. I need everyone to—"

The air around him shimmered. A soft blue aura flickered at his edges, like a photograph developing in reverse. He looked down at his own hands. His face shifted—fear, then wonder, then something that might have been peace.

His stethoscope clattered to the floor. His coat crumpled. The blue light pulsed once and was gone.

The screaming didn't stop after that.

In the labour and delivery wing, the walls muffled the chaos to a distant thrum.

Maya Rodriguez lay in a hospital bed, her breathing measured, her focus narrowed to the rhythm of her own body. Contractions rolled through her, and she met each one with a practiced exhale. Beside her, Daniel paced, his phone clutched in his hand, the camera app open. He'd been filming since they arrived—a documentary, he'd called it. Maya had rolled her eyes, but she hadn't told him to stop.

A male nurse entered the room. Young, with a fading bruise on his jaw, his scrubs slightly rumpled. He'd helped with the gurney earlier, the one that had brought in some accident victim. He was reaching for a chart when it happened.

The shimmer started around his face. Maya saw it clearly—a distortion, like heat rising off asphalt, bending the light around his features. His eyes went wide. His mouth opened.

He didn't vanish so much as he unravelled. One moment he was there, solid and sweating, his hand reaching for the chart. The next, he was a cascade of particles, a brief glitter of something that might have been light or might have been dust. His uniform collapsed. His shoes hit the floor with two soft thuds.

Daniel froze. The phone slipped in his grip, nearly fell. "Didn't you all see that?" His voice was too loud in the small room. "That—he just—didn't you see?"

The room was still for a moment. Dr. Gupta, seated between Maya's legs, glanced up at the empty uniform on the floor. Her brow furrowed. Then she looked back at Maya.

"Okay, Maya, we're almost there. I need you to focus."

"But the nurse—" Daniel started.

"What nurse?" Dr. Gupta didn't look up.

Daniel opened his mouth. Closed it. He looked at the empty uniform, then at the chart
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