PROLOGUE 1
27.01.2027

Dear Grace,

I hope this letter finds you well—and perhaps slightly suspicious, considering I usually reserve written communication for corporate memos and notes on the fridge. I know I could simply say all of this when I see you tomorrow, but I decided today called for a bit of unnecessary romance and mild drama. You know how I like to stay on brand. 

We’ve been doing this wonderful, chaotic dance for six years now. Through every rough patch and every ordinary afternoon, whenever you look at me with those deep eyes of yours, I find myself falling in love with you all over again. 

Do you remember our third meet? I was lying with my head in your lap while you slowly ran your fingers through my hair. For reasons neither of us could quite name, we both sat there quietly terrified of losing each other. I suppose, on my end, it was the old ghost of my past—the habit of expecting the people I care about to vanish. That afternoon, you asked me a simple question: How much do you love me? 

I don't think I gave you a proper answer then. So let me give it to you now (and no, before you ask, I am entirely sober). 

The day I met you was the day I actually began looking forward to the future. Before you, life was a series of routines to survive. Your presence didn't magically make the world easier, but it gave me something far better: a reason to fight through the hard days, because the life waiting on the other side with you is worth every bit of it. 

So, here is my answer. But I won't tell you the whole truth today. I’m saving the final part of it for a very specific moment. 

I will tell you after we get married, after we raise children in a house built on patience and peace, ensuring they grow up far better off than we did. I’ll tell you after we’ve grown old together, when I’m sitting somewhere around seventy-five, completely exhausted by decades of your exquisite judgment. On that day, when my time finally comes, I’m going to lay my head back down in your lap—exactly like that third meeting. 

I will look up at you, make some ridiculously silly joke to make you laugh through your tears, and as you shake your head and smile at me one last time... that is when I will tell you just how much I love you. That smile will be the last thing I see in this world. 

Happy 1st Anniversary, my love. Every year I try to buy you something thoughtful, but this time, I’m gifting you me—a permanently improved, fully committed version. (Though, for full transparency, I fully expect a PS5 Pro with two controllers and a few incredible games in return. I’m a man of balance.) 

All I have ever wanted is you. I think it’s finally time we take the next step and build our home together. I know you hate it when I use heavy words, so I’ll just say this: I am entirely ready for our future. 

Yours,

— Well, you already know who I am. It’s not like there’s a line of men leaving pastries and dramatic letters on your doorstep. 

Spoiler: Unfortunately, the letter was never delivered to the intended user.












PROLOGUE 2
Good morning, everyone! Hope you’re all doing wonderful today.

Welcome to FM 103.6, where beauty echoes from the heart.

The celebrations are officially underway across our island city for our 240th Independence Day! Morke—the Crown of the Pacific—embraced by the deep blue ocean on three sides and flanked by the majestic skyline of X City on the other. Honored by UNESCO as a true "Heaven on Earth," Morke speaks for itself. From the soaring heights of the world’s fifth-tallest skyscraper to the untouched depths of its ancient forests, this metropolitan gem seamlessly blends modern legacy with deep-rooted culture.

Because as we always say here: a city’s true beauty lives in its people.

It’s 8:00 AM, and there is an undeniable magic to these mornings. The crisp coastal breeze carries the golden warmth of the rising sun, illuminating streets lined with blooming trees and quiet cafés. Parents are nudging sleepy-eyed kids out the door, and if you listen closely, the morning air is filled with the sweet, innocent sound of children's laughter as they chase each other down the sidewalks on their way to school. Meanwhile, husbands and wives share a quiet smile over coffee before heading off to power our thriving economy—home to one of the oldest stock markets on the planet.

With near-zero crime and streets where everyone feels safe, Morke is more than a city; it’s a sanctuary. We’ve earned every bit of this celebration!

In other news, rumor has it the world-renowned detective is arriving this summer, Sir Mr. Arthur Blue. A beautiful heartly welcome th Mr. Blue and his Family. Here's hoping the sun God blesses us more as we deserve.

Thank you all for tuning in, stay safe, and enjoy the day!

(Static beep sound for 4 seconds)


CHAPTER - 1
The navigation announced the destination with a cheerful chime.
"Arrived."
Nobody moved.
For a brief moment, only the engine hummed.
Mr. Blue loosened his grip on the steering wheel and looked through the windshield. The coastal road stretched a little farther before curving toward the sea. Morning sunlight slipped between rows of palm trees, leaving moving patches of gold across the asphalt.
His wife unfastened her seatbelt.
"So..."
She smiled.
"...this is it."
Blue nodded.
"This is it."
From the back seat came a dramatic sigh.
"I've officially forgotten what my legs look like."
Neither parent turned.
Blue simply said,
"They're attached."
"They're asleep."
"They'll forgive you."
"They said they won't."
His wife laughed softly.
"They're speaking now?"
"They're very upset."
Blue finally glanced at the rear-view mirror.
His daughter had one shoe off, both knees tucked against the seat, and her hair looked like it had argued with gravity for the last eight hours.
She caught him looking.
"What?"
"I was checking if we picked up the right child."
She frowned.
"...what does that mean?"
"You've been unusually quiet for at least..." He pretended to calculate. "...seven whole minutes."
"I was conserving energy."
"For?"
She pointed outside.
"Exploring."
Blue accepted the answer with a small nod.
"Reasonable."
She immediately brightened.
"See? Dad understands science."
Her mother looked at Blue.
"Don't encourage her."
"I didn't."
"You nodded."
"I acknowledged the hypothesis."
"The hypothesis is ridiculous."
Their daughter leaned forward between the seats.
"Mom."
"Yes?"
"When I become famous..."
"...I'm writing a book."
Her mother smiled.
"About what?"
"Living with difficult parents."
Blue looked genuinely interested.
"Will I survive Chapter One?"
She thought about it.
"...depends."
"On?"
"Whether you let me choose my room."
Blue looked ahead again.
"I don't negotiate with terrorists."
She gasped.
"I ask one question..."
"...and suddenly I'm a terrorist?"
"You've asked forty-three."
"I counted thirty-six."
"I was excluding repeated questions."
She folded her arms.
"I'd like to file a complaint."
Her mother reached over and gently fixed a strand of hair that had fallen across the girl's forehead.
"You can."
"To who?"
"The only person who has enough patience."
The daughter looked around dramatically.
"Where is she?"
Her mother blinked.
"I meant me."
"Oh."
She smiled innocently.
"I thought you meant Dad."
Blue quietly opened the car door.
"I'll pretend I didn't hear that."
The salty air reached them immediately.
Not strong.
Just enough to remind them the ocean was close.
The daughter stepped out after him, stretched both arms above her head and inhaled as deeply as she could.
She froze.
"...Dad."
"Hm?"
"...I can smell the sea."
Blue closed the car door and stood beside her.
"You'll smell it every morning."
She looked at him as though he had just promised her something impossible.
"Every morning?"
"Unless the ocean resigns."
She smiled to herself.
"I hope it likes its job."
Blue followed her gaze.
Beyond the trees, sunlight shimmered across water he could barely see.
For the first time in years...
there was no crime scene waiting for him.
No reporters.
No police tape.
No courtroom.
Just...
waves.
His wife joined them, slipping her hand into his for only a second.
A habit.
Nothing more.
She knew he needed that second.
He squeezed back once before letting go.
Neither of them mentioned why they had left their previous city.
Some conversations had already happened.
Some wounds didn't need introductions.
His daughter had already wandered three steps ahead.
"Stay where I can see you."
"I am where you can see me."
"Good."
She spun around and walked backwards.
"What if I keep walking like this forever?"
"You'll eventually meet a tree."
"I'll negotiate."
"The tree won't."
She looked at the nearest palm tree.
"...it does look stubborn."
Blue almost smiled.
Almost.
His wife noticed.
"You smiled."
"I breathed."
"That wasn't breathing."
"It was efficient breathing."
"You smiled."
"I require evidence."
"I've been married to you long enough."
The daughter pointed triumphantly.
"Mom wins."
Blue sighed dramatically.
"I don't remember voting."
"You lost unanimously."
They walked toward the house together.
It wasn't large.
It didn't try to be.
White walls.
A wooden balcony facing the sea.
A narrow stone path leading to the entrance.
Flower pots lined one side of the walkway, their colors bright against the morning light.
The daughter stopped halfway.
"Can I..."
She hesitated.
"...can I run now?"
Blue looked around.
Empty path.
No traffic.
No cyclists.
"No jumping over flower pots."
"I wasn't going to."
"No climbing walls."
"I wasn't—"
"No racing invisible dinosaurs."
She narrowed her eyes.
"...how did you know?"
Blue looked at his wife.
"I observe."
His daughter pointed accusingly.
"You've been spying."
"I've been parenting."
"Same thing."
She took off before either parent could answer.
Not fast enough to worry them.
Just fast enough to remind them she was Nine.
She reached the front door first.
"I win."
Blue arrived a few seconds later carrying two bags.
"What exactly did you win?"
She looked around.
"...I'm still deciding."
Her mother handed Blue another box.
"Congratulations."
"What for?"
"You've officially lost every argument today."
"I've noticed."
The daughter placed both hands dramatically on the front door.
"This..."
She paused.
"...feels important."
Blue looked at her.
"It is."
She became unusually quiet.
"What if..."
She looked between both parents.
"...what if I don't make friends?"
Her mother answered first.
"You will."
"What if they don't like me?"
Blue set the luggage down.
"They don't have to."
She looked confused.
"They don't?"
"No."
He knelt so they were at eye level.
"You'll meet a lot of people."
"Some will like you."
"Some won't."
"You don't get to choose that."
"What you do get to choose..."
"...is whether you're worth knowing."
She stared at him for a second.
Then nodded slowly.
"I think..."
"...I can do that."
"I know."
She smiled.
Not the loud smile she'd worn throughout the drive.
A quieter one.
One she rarely showed.
Blue stood and unlocked the door.
As it swung open, warm sunlight spilled across polished wooden floors.
The house smelled faintly of fresh timber and sea air.
The daughter stepped inside.
Then immediately ran toward the enormous glass doors leading to the balcony.
A second later—
"DAD!"
Blue and his wife exchanged a look.
"That sounded expensive."
"It usually does."
They followed her.
She stood at the balcony railing.
Beyond it...
the ocean stretched endlessly into the morning horizon.
Fishing boats returned home.
Children chased waves barefoot along the shore.
Somewhere below, an old man whistled while walking his dog.
The city wasn't trying to impress them.
It simply continued living.
The daughter rested both hands on the railing.
Without turning around, she asked softly,
"Do you think..."
"...we'll be happy here?"
Blue looked first at the sea.
Then at his wife.
Then at his daughter.
He answered with the honesty he reserved only for the people he loved most.
"I don't know."
She looked back.
"I thought dads always knew."
Blue smiled.
"No."
"We just try our best to make tomorrow a little better than today."
For a moment...
none of them spoke.
The waves below kept arriving.
One after another.
As though they had all the time in the world.
The front door had barely finished closing before tiny footsteps echoed upstairs.
"Slow down!" Blue called.
"I'm not fast!"
A loud thud answered him.
"...That didn't sound slow."
"I'm okay!"
His wife looked at him.
"Should we be worried?"
Blue listened for a second.
Another set of footsteps.
Then humming.
"No."
"How do you know?"
"If she starts singing, she's unharmed."
His wife smiled.
"That is surprisingly specific."
"I've had nine years of field research."
She shook her head and bent to open one of the moving boxes.
Blue picked up another.
The house was quiet in a way their previous home had never been.
No traffic outside.
No impatient horns.
Only the faint rhythm of waves drifting through the open balcony doors.
His wife unfolded a towel and began wiping the kitchen counter.
"You know..."
Blue looked over.
"...I forgot how nice silence sounds."
He looked toward the sea.
"It's not silent."
She paused.
He continued arranging cups inside a cabinet.
"The waves."
She stopped listening to him...
...and started listening to the house.
The wind slipped through the curtains.
Somewhere outside, a bicycle bell rang.
A dog barked.
The ocean answered everything else.
She smiled.
"I could get used to this."
Blue placed the final cup on the shelf.
"I was hoping you'd say that."
Before she could answer—
"DAD!"
Blue closed his eyes.
"There it is."
"What?"
"The expensive voice."
Another shout.
"DAD!"
He walked toward the staircase.
"What happened?"
No answer.
Only excited footsteps rushing toward him.
Their daughter appeared at the top of the stairs, breathing dramatically.
"I found it."
"What?"
"The best room."
Blue looked upstairs.
"There are only three."
"I know."
"I checked."
"You inspected all of them?"
"I had to."
"What if one of them was secretly better?"
Blue nodded thoughtfully.
"A fair concern."
She grabbed his wrist.
"Come."
"I don't think I have a choice."
"You don't."
She pulled him upstairs.
His wife watched them disappear around the corner before quietly smiling to herself.
"...Poor detective."

Blue entered the room.
It overlooked the sea.
Morning sunlight spilled across the wooden floor.
A small window seat faced the beach below.
His daughter stood in the middle of the room with both arms stretched proudly.
"This one."
Blue looked around.
"It does appear to be a room."
She frowned.
"Dad."
"Yes?"
"It's the best one."
"How did you determine that?"
She pointed.
"I can see the ocean."
Blue walked toward the window.
The tide rolled lazily toward the shore.
A boy flew a bright red kite.
Two fishermen untangled their nets beside an old wooden boat.
"It is a nice view."
"I knew you'd understand."
Blue nodded.
"I do."
She looked at him suspiciously.
"...You're giving it to Mom, aren't you?"
Blue tried very hard not to smile.
"What makes you think that?"
"Because she's Mom."
"And?"
"You always let Mom win."
"I don't."
She crossed her arms.
"You do."
"I simply choose my battles."
"What does that mean?"
"It means..."
He looked around the room.
"...I enjoy sleeping indoors."
She stared at him for a second.
Then burst into laughter.
"I knew it!"
Blue looked genuinely confused.
"What exactly did you know?"
"Mom's secretly the boss."
Blue lowered his voice.
"Keep it down."
She gasped dramatically.
"...She'll hear us."
"Exactly."
Without warning—
"I heard that."
Both of them froze.
Blue slowly turned toward the doorway.
His wife stood there holding two folded blankets.
She raised one eyebrow.
His daughter whispered,
"...We're caught."
Blue nodded once.
"We are."
His wife stepped inside.
"I leave you two alone for five minutes..."
"...and there's already a conspiracy."
Blue accepted one of the blankets.
"We were merely discussing organizational structure."
"Oh?"
"The hierarchy of the household."
"And what conclusion did your committee reach?"
Before Blue could answer—
His daughter proudly announced,
"Dad says you're secretly the boss."
Blue looked down at her.
"I don't recall saying those exact words."
"You definitely meant them."
His wife couldn't help laughing.
"I appreciate the honesty."
Blue sighed.
"I've been outnumbered since the day she learned to speak."
His daughter walked over and hugged her mother around the waist.
"You can have this room."
Her mother blinked.
"I thought this was your dream room."
"It is."
"So why?"
She shrugged.
"You like mornings."
Her mother looked confused.
"I do?"
"You always open the curtains first."
She pointed toward the ocean.
"So you should have this window."
Neither parent spoke.
It wasn't sacrifice.
Not really.
It was simply how a nine-year-old loved.
Without calculating.
Without expecting anything back.
Her mother gently kissed the top of her head.
"We'll all share the view."
The little girl looked satisfied.
"Good."
Blue quietly picked up another box.
No one mentioned what had just happened.
Some moments became smaller if you explained them.

An hour later...
The living room looked slightly less like a warehouse.
Books had found shelves.
Cushions had found sofas.
The dining table finally existed beneath layers of cardboard.
Blue was trying to untangle the television cables with the same concentration he once reserved for evidence.
His daughter watched for almost thirty seconds.
"Dad."
"Hm?"
"Are you winning?"
"No."
"Can I help?"
"You may supervise."
"What does that mean?"
"It means you tell me I'm doing a good job."
She sat cross-legged beside him.
"You missed a wire."
Blue looked.
"I did."
"You also made a knot."
"I certainly did."
She nodded seriously.
"I think..."
"...you're going to need Mom."
Then—
Ding. Dong.
The doorbell echoed through the house.
The little girl looked toward the entrance.
Blue slowly stood.
His wife appeared from the kitchen, drying her hands on a towel.
She smiled.
"I think that's our first guest."
Blue reached for the doorknob.
"Let's not keep him waiting."



The door opened.
A man in his early forties stood outside with two paper bags tucked beneath one arm.
He was taller than Blue remembered.
Or perhaps it was simply the years.
The same neatly combed hair.
The same straight posture.
The same tired eyes that somehow never lost their warmth.
For a heartbeat...
neither of them spoke.
Then the man smiled.
"...You still take forever to answer the door."
Blue leaned against the frame.
"You rang eight seconds ago."
"I counted eleven."
"You've become impatient."
"You've become slower."
Blue stepped aside.
"I see retirement hasn't improved your personality."
"I'm not retired."
Michael walked in.
"I merely transferred."
Blue closed the door behind him.
"That's what old people call retirement."
Michael chuckled.
"I've missed arguing with you."
"So has my blood pressure."
Before either man could continue—
Small footsteps raced across the wooden floor.
"UNCLE MICHAEL!"
Michael barely had time to put the bags down before a tiny whirlwind wrapped itself around his waist.
"There she is."
He crouched and hugged her tightly.
"Let me look at you."
She immediately covered her face.
"No."
"Why?"
"I've grown."
"I know."
"So you'll notice."
Michael nodded thoughtfully.
"I suppose I will."
She slowly uncovered one eye.
"Really?"
"I estimate..."
He tilted his head.
"...at least three centimetres."
Her mouth dropped open.
"Dad!"
"He noticed!"
Blue looked up from carrying another box.
"He investigates paperwork."
Michael looked offended.
"I investigate people."
Blue nodded.
"Mostly paperwork."
Their daughter giggled.
Michael reached into one of the paper bags.
"I brought something."
Her eyes widened.
"For me?"
"I wasn't planning to give it to Blue."
Blue looked over.
"I would've accepted."
Michael handed her a small cardboard box.
She looked at it carefully.
"Can I open it?"
"You've already asked."
She blinked.
"...That isn't an answer."
Michael laughed.
"Yes."
She carefully lifted the lid.
Inside sat a tiny wooden sailboat.
Its white sail had been painted by hand.
The hull wasn't perfect.
One side leaned ever so slightly.
She looked up.
"...You made this."
"I had help."
"Who?"
"A very stubborn piece of wood."
She traced one finger across the little sail.
"It's beautiful."
Michael smiled.
"It floats."
Her eyes became even bigger.
"It floats?"
"It better."
Without another word she ran toward the balcony.
"I'm testing it!"
Blue calmly called after her.
"Not in the ocean."
"I'm not that silly."
A pause.
"...Probably."
Michael watched her disappear.
"I've missed that."
Blue followed his gaze.
"So have we."
For a moment...
the house became quiet again.
Not awkward.
Comfortable.
Michael finally looked around.
"You chose well."
Blue nodded once.
"It was mostly her."
He glanced toward the kitchen where his wife was arranging plates.
"I merely signed documents."
Michael smiled.
"She's still making the important decisions?"
Blue looked toward the kitchen.
"I've learned to cooperate with management."
His wife appeared carrying three glasses.
"I heard that."
Michael accepted one.
"It's good to see you."
She smiled warmly.
"You too."
He looked around again.
"It already feels like you've lived here for months."
Blue looked at the half-open boxes scattered across the room.
"I admire your imagination."
Michael laughed.
"I've seen worse."
"You caused worse."
"Only twice."
"Seven."
"You're exaggerating."
"I kept records."
Michael sighed.
"You actually did."
"I did."
His wife shook her head.
"You two haven't changed."
"No."
Michael answered.
"We've just become older."
Blue looked at him.
"Speak for yourself."
Michael frowned.
"You have more grey hair."
Blue raised an eyebrow.
"You've started wearing reading glasses."
Michael looked genuinely offended.
"These are for distance."
"You put them on to read the address."
"...Details."
The kitchen filled with laughter.
Even Blue allowed himself a smile.
His wife looked between them.
"I wasn't sure this city would feel like home."
Michael quietly placed his glass on the table.
"It already is."
Something about the way he said it...
made Blue look at him for a fraction longer.
Not because of the words.
Because of the weight behind them.
Michael noticed.
He smiled.
"Relax."
"I'm not about to ruin your first day."
Blue nodded.
"I know."
"You'd wait until tomorrow."
"Exactly."
The little girl burst back inside holding the tiny sailboat above her head.
"It floats!"
Michael clapped once.
"I had confidence."
"I didn't even have to help it."
Blue looked at the dripping boat.
"It appears you've also tested gravity."
She looked down.
Water had soaked one sleeve.
"...Maybe a little."
His wife walked over with a towel.
"I'll make a deal."
"What deal?"
"You dry the sailor."
"I can do that."
"...and then you help me unpack one box."
She thought very carefully.
"Only one?"
"Only one."
"Done."
She disappeared toward the stairs with the towel and the little boat.
Michael watched her go.
"She's growing too fast."
Blue answered quietly.
"I know."
Neither man said anything else.
The silence wasn't empty.
It carried nine years of birthdays...
school plays...
scraped knees...
late-night fevers...
and the quiet privilege of watching a child become herself.
Michael finally stood.
"I almost forgot."
Blue looked up.
"That's worrying."
"I came for a reason."
"I assumed you wanted free coffee."
"That too."
Michael reached into his jacket and removed a cream-colored envelope.
No official seal.
No urgency.
He simply held it out.
"My wife insisted."
Blue accepted it.
"Dinner?"
Michael nodded.
"Tonight."
"Our place."
"No excuses."
Blue smiled faintly.
"I wasn't planning any."
"Good."
"My wife has been preparing since yesterday."
Blue looked toward the kitchen.
His own wife laughed.
"I think they've planned this better than we have."
"They usually do."
Michael walked toward the open balcony doors.
The afternoon breeze carried the scent of salt and distant coffee.
Below...
children chased one another along the beach.
A cyclist rang his bell.
Someone waved from a fishing boat returning to shore.
Michael rested one hand on the railing.
"It's still beautiful."
Blue joined him.
"It is."
Michael watched the horizon for a long moment.
Then, without looking at Blue, he said quietly,
"I'm glad you came."
Blue didn't answer immediately.
Sometimes friendship didn't require immediate replies.
After a few seconds, he simply nodded.
"So am I."
Behind them...
their wives were already discussing recipes.
Upstairs...
a little girl was humming to herself while deciding where her new sailboat should live.
And for a brief, ordinary afternoon...
the house no longer felt like a place they had moved into.
It felt like a home.


The evening settled over Morke without announcing itself.
The sky slowly surrendered its blue to shades of amber and violet. Along the shoreline, the last few children chased retreating waves while parents called them home one reluctant step at a time.
Inside the house...
laughter drifted through the open balcony doors.
"...No, absolutely not."
Blue's daughter looked from one adult to another.
"Please?"
"No."
She turned to Michael.
"Uncle Michael?"
Michael looked genuinely sympathetic.
"I'd love to help."
She smiled hopefully.
"...but I've learned something after knowing your father."
Her smile faded.
"What?"
"When your father says 'no'..."
He glanced toward Blue.
"...it's usually because your mother said it first."
Blue took another sip of water.
"I appreciate your survival instincts."
His wife laughed.
"I told you he'd figure it out eventually."
Michael's wife shook her head.
"It only took him eight years."
"I learn from experience."
The little girl sighed dramatically.
"So nobody's taking me to the beach?"
Blue looked at her.
"We've already been twice today."
"But not at night."
"Exactly."
She crossed her arms.
"I don't see the problem."
Her mother gently brushed a strand of hair behind her ear.
"You'll see it tomorrow."
"...Tomorrow is very far away."
"It arrives surprisingly often."
The little girl considered that.
"...That's true."
Michael stood.
"Come on."
She looked up.
"Where?"
"I'll show you something."
Blue raised an eyebrow.
"As long as it isn't the beach."
"It isn't."
Michael walked into the kitchen and returned a minute later carrying a small bowl.
Inside...
cookie dough.
He lowered his voice.
"Your mother gave me permission."
The little girl's eyes widened.
"Really?"
"No."
"...but she usually forgives me."
She burst into laughter and disappeared into the kitchen with him before anyone could object.
Blue looked toward Michael's wife.
"He's teaching her bad habits."
She smiled.
"He learned from you."
"I reject that accusation."
"You've rejected it for fifteen years."
Blue didn't bother arguing.
Some battles were historically unwinnable.

Dinner ended later than anyone intended.
Plates remained scattered across the dining table.
The conversation had wandered from schools...
to fishing...
to whether seagulls intentionally stole food from tourists.
Nobody remembered who started that discussion.
The little girl had fallen asleep halfway through dessert.
Curled against the sofa with her tiny wooden sailboat still clutched loosely in one hand.
Michael looked at her.
"I'll carry her."
Blue shook his head.
"I've got her."
He lifted her carefully.
She instinctively wrapped one arm around his neck without waking.
Michael watched quietly.
"They never really stop doing that."
Blue smiled faintly.
"I hope not."
He carried her upstairs.
When he returned a few minutes later, the house felt different.
Quieter.
The kind of quiet only arrives after a child falls asleep.
Michael's wife collected the last few plates.
Blue's wife insisted on helping despite every protest.
Within minutes...
the kitchen belonged to the two women.
Which left Blue and Michael standing awkwardly in the living room.
Michael reached into the refrigerator.
"You still drink beer?"
"Occasionally."
"I bought the good one."
"I'm beginning to suspect dinner was an excuse."
"It was."
They stepped outside.

The beach had changed.
During the day it belonged to children.
Now...
it belonged to the sea.
Moonlight stretched across the water like silver cloth.
Far away, a lighthouse turned slowly, sending its beam across the dark horizon every few seconds.
The wind carried just enough chill to remind them summer wouldn't last forever.
They walked without speaking.
Old friends often did.
Eventually they reached a weathered wooden bench overlooking the shore.
Michael handed Blue a bottle.
The caps clicked against the sand.
For a while...
they simply watched the waves.
Blue broke the silence.
"You didn't ask me to move across the country for dinner."
Michael smiled.
"No."
"So..."
He took another sip.
"...why am I here?"
Michael rolled the cold bottle slowly between his palms.
"You've probably seen the reports."
"I've seen numbers."
"And?"
"They don't tell me much."
Michael nodded.
"Officially..."
"...crime has risen just under two percent."
Blue waited.
"Most people hear that and think..."
"'Two percent isn't much.'"
"It isn't."
"No."
Michael looked toward the sea.
"It shouldn't be enough to worry me."
Blue remained silent.
"It is."
The waves reached the shore.
Retreated.
Returned again.
Michael continued.
"The government doesn't want it becoming ten."
"So they acted early."
"They created a Special Investigation Wing."
Blue looked at him.
"Three officers."
Michael smiled slightly.
"You already know."
"I guessed."
"They're bringing specialists before things become headlines."
Blue nodded once.
"So..."
"...you chose me."
"I requested you."
"Why?"
Michael didn't answer immediately.
Instead...
he picked up a small shell near the bench.
Turned it over.
Then dropped it back into the sand.
"Do you remember the Orchid Case?"
Blue looked out across the ocean.
"I remember every victim."
"So do I."
Another silence.
Not uncomfortable.
Heavy.
Michael let out a slow breath.
"I requested my transfer three months after we closed it."
"I know."
"I told everyone I wanted a quieter city."
Blue finally looked at him.
"You lied."
Michael laughed softly.
"I did."
"The truth?"
He watched another wave collapse against the shore.
"I couldn't walk into another murder scene."
Blue didn't interrupt.
"I'd close my eyes..."
"...and I'd see..."
He stopped himself.
Blue understood.
He didn't ask him to continue.
Some memories stayed where they belonged.
Michael took another drink.
"I thought Morke would fix me."
"Did it?"
"For a while."
Blue looked toward the lights scattered across the coastline.
"And now?"
Michael's voice became quieter.
"I don't know how to explain it."
"Try."
"It's..."
He searched for the words.
"...have you ever walked into a room..."
"...and known something was wrong..."
"...before you knew what it was?"
Blue nodded once.
Michael looked relieved.
"That's Morke."
"The city?"
"No."
"The feeling."
He stared out into the darkness.
"I've lived here nearly eight years."
"I know these streets."
"I know these people."
"I know when fishermen leave."
"I know which bakery opens first."
"I know which old man complains if someone parks outside his house."
A faint smile crossed Blue's face.
Michael's didn't.
"And yet..."
He swallowed.
"...for the last few months..."
"...every morning I wake up with the same feeling."
Blue waited.
Michael finally met his eyes.
"I think something is wrong."
The sentence disappeared beneath the sound of the waves.
Blue didn't answer immediately.
He simply watched his friend.
Not the police officer.
Not the investigator.
His friend.
The man who had once stood beside him through the worst case of both their careers.
Blue finally spoke.
"Then we'll find it."
No grand speech.
No promises.
Just five words.
For reasons Michael couldn't explain...
they were enough.
He smiled for the first time that evening.
"I was hoping you'd say that."
Neither man noticed how the wind had begun to change.
Behind them...
Morke continued glowing beneath warm streetlights.
Ahead of them...
the sea rolled endlessly into darkness.
Beautiful.
Patient.
Waiting.


Blue woke before sunrise.
It wasn't habit.
Not anymore.
It was silence.
For the first time in years, nothing had woken him.
No phone vibrating against a bedside table.
No knock at the door.
No police radio.
Just...
silence.
He opened his eyes and lay still.
Beside him, his wife was still asleep, one hand tucked beneath the pillow the way she always slept after long journeys.
The curtains moved gently with the breeze coming in through the slightly open window.
Beyond them...
he could hear the sea.
Not loudly.
Just enough to remind him it was there.
He smiled to himself.
Very slightly.
Then quietly slipped out of bed.

The wooden floor creaked once beneath his foot.
He froze.
Nothing.
He continued toward the kitchen.
Coffee first.
Always coffee.
The unfamiliar kitchen slowed him down.
He opened the wrong cupboard.
Twice.
"Hm."
"So this is how detectives fail."
He turned.
His wife stood in the doorway, still half asleep.
Hair untidy.
Arms folded.
Trying—and failing—to suppress a smile.
Blue closed the empty cupboard.
"I was conducting a search."
"For coffee?"
"For cupboards."
"Did you find them?"
"Eventually."
She walked over beside him.
Without saying anything, she reached into the cupboard above his head and took out the coffee tin.
Blue looked at it.
"...Traitor."
She laughed quietly.
"The cupboard?"
"The kitchen."
"It barely knows us."
"It has chosen sides already."
She leaned against the counter.
"It'll come around."
Blue measured the coffee into the kettle.
"I hope so."
She watched him for a second.
"You slept."
"I did."
"No nightmares?"
He looked at the steaming kettle.
"No."
She didn't reply.
Instead...
she simply reached over and squeezed his hand once.
No words.
She didn't need them.

The smell of coffee drifted through the house.
Apparently...
so did the smell.
Small footsteps padded into the kitchen.
"Dad..."
Blue looked down.
His daughter stood rubbing one eye.
Her hair had somehow become even messier overnight.
She pointed accusingly.
"You made coffee."
"I did."
"You didn't wake me."
"I considered it."
"You should've."
"You enjoy sleeping."
"I also enjoy watching you make pancakes."
Blue blinked.
"...That wasn't today's plan."
She looked at her mother.
"Mom."
"Yes?"
"He forgot."
Her mother looked genuinely concerned.
"Oh dear."
Blue frowned.
"I don't remember agreeing to pancakes."
"You didn't."
His daughter climbed onto a chair.
"We agreed."
"When?"
"Yesterday."
Blue looked at his wife.
"Did we?"
She poured herself a cup of coffee.
"I don't know."
She took a sip.
"...Sounds official."
Blue sighed.
"I've been outvoted before breakfast."

Forty minutes later...
Three pancakes sat on one plate.
One of them...
was shaped vaguely like a turtle.
His daughter stared.
"Dad."
"Hm?"
"...What is that?"
Blue looked down.
"A pancake."
"It has legs."
"Creative cooking."
"It also has a tail."
Blue considered it.
"...Unexpected creativity."
She burst into laughter.
"I'm eating that one."
"I thought you might."
His wife shook her head.
"I leave the room for two minutes..."
"...and breakfast becomes wildlife."
Blue slid another pancake onto her plate.
"This one's circular."
She inspected it.
"Better."
His daughter pointed at the turtle pancake.
"I think he's smiling."
Blue looked.
"I think you're hungry."

After breakfast...
she disappeared upstairs.
Five minutes later she returned carrying three things.
Her sandals.
The tiny sailboat.
A bright yellow bucket.
Blue looked up from the newspaper.
"I recognize two of those."
She lifted the bucket proudly.
"I found this."
"I recognize all three."
"Can we go?"
"Where?"
She stared.
"The beach."
"We live next to it."
"I know."
"So..."
"...can we go?"
Blue folded the newspaper.
He looked toward his wife.
She was already putting on a sunhat.
"I think she's had this planned since yesterday."
"I've had it planned since the car."
Blue stood.
"I suppose we'd better not keep the ocean waiting."

The beach was quieter than the previous afternoon.
The tide had pulled back, leaving smooth wet sand that reflected the morning sky like glass.
The little girl immediately forgot her parents existed.
She crouched near the water.
"Look!"
Blue walked over.
She held out both hands.
A tiny shell rested in her palm.
"It has stripes."
"It does."
"Do you think it has a family?"
Blue looked at the shell.
"Probably."
"Where are they?"
"Somewhere nearby."
She carefully placed it back exactly where she'd found it.
Her mother noticed.
"You didn't keep it?"
The little girl shook her head.
"It lives here."
Her mother exchanged a glance with Blue.
Neither said anything.

Further down the shore...
an elderly fisherman sat repairing a torn net.
The little girl watched for a long moment.
Then walked over.
Blue followed from a respectful distance.
The old man looked up.
"Good morning."
She smiled.
"Good morning."
He noticed the sailboat tucked beneath her arm.
"Does it sail?"
"It does."
"I hope you don't plan on testing it in the sea."
She giggled.
"Everyone keeps saying that."
The fisherman chuckled.
"Everyone is clever."
She sat beside him without invitation.
Children often believed kindness granted permission.
The old man didn't seem to mind.
"What are you doing?"
"Mending."
"Why?"
"So tomorrow I can fish."
She thought about that.
"If you don't mend it..."
"...you don't eat?"
He smiled.
"Something like that."
She nodded slowly.
Then looked toward the ocean.
"My dad fixes things too."
"Oh?"
"He finds things."
The old man glanced toward Blue, who stood watching quietly several metres away.
"A good skill."
"The best."
She said it with complete certainty.
The fisherman smiled.
"You sound proud."
"I am."
Blue looked away for a moment.
Sometimes praise from strangers was easy to accept.
Praise from your child...
never was.

On the walk back...
the little girl skipped between patches of dry sand.
"Dad?"
"Hm?"
"When do waves stop?"
"They don't."
"Ever?"
"No."
She looked back at the ocean.
"Don't they get tired?"
Blue watched another wave break.
"I think..."
"...they rest by moving."
She frowned.
"I don't understand."
He smiled.
"I don't either."
She accepted that answer immediately.
Children rarely demanded certainty.
Adults did.

As they reached the stone path leading home...
the little girl suddenly stopped.
She looked back one last time.
The sea stretched endlessly beneath the morning sun.
She waved.
Not at anyone in particular.
Just...
at the ocean.
Blue watched her.
"What was that for?"
"So it knows..."
She smiled.
"...we'll be back tomorrow."
Blue looked out across the water.
The waves answered exactly as they always had.
Coming.
Leaving.
Returning.
Patient enough...
to let a little girl believe they had waved back.

By late afternoon, the sun had softened.
The heat of the day gave way to a pleasant breeze that carried the scent of salt through the streets of Morke.
Blue locked the front door.
His daughter was already waiting outside with one sandal half on.
"Hurry."
Blue looked at her feet.
"I recommend finishing the second shoe."
She looked down.
"...That would explain why walking feels strange."
Her mother laughed.
"I was wondering how long it would take."
The little girl quickly fixed it.
"I knew."
Blue raised an eyebrow.
"You knew?"
"I was testing gravity."
Blue nodded.
"Gravity passed."
She grinned.
"Good."
A car horn sounded gently from across the road.
Michael leaned out of the driver's window.
"You planning to reach the park today?"
"We're conducting scientific experiments."
Michael looked at the little girl.
"Successful?"
She proudly lifted one foot.
"Gravity still works."
"I'll inform the government."
She laughed all the way to the car.

Five minutes later...
they reached the center of Morke.
There were no towering glass buildings.
No overwhelming traffic.
The town seemed to breathe at a slower pace.
People weren't rushing through it.
They were living in it.
An elderly woman watered flowers outside a bookstore.
Two teenagers argued over whose bicycle was faster.
A street musician played an old violin beneath the shade of a tree.
Blue noticed something.
Nobody seemed afraid.
People greeted each other.
Shopkeepers knew names.
Children crossed streets without panic because drivers were already slowing down.
Michael noticed Blue observing.
"What?"
Blue looked ahead.
"The city trusts itself."
Michael smiled.
"That's the first thing you noticed."
"It usually is."

The park entrance appeared between two stone pillars wrapped in flowering vines.
A simple wooden sign read:
MORKE CENTRAL PARK
Nothing grand.
Nothing extravagant.
Just...
open gates.
His daughter was already halfway through them.
"No running!"
Blue called.
"I'm speed-walking!"
She disappeared anyway.
Michael laughed.
"I've missed hearing that."

The park felt older than the city around it.
The pathways curved instead of running straight.
Trees had grown wherever they pleased decades ago, and the walkways simply accepted their decisions.
Near the entrance...
an old man sat beneath a tree, carving tiny wooden birds.
Children gathered around him.
Not because he sold them.
Because he gave one away every evening.
Further ahead...
two elderly men argued passionately over a chessboard.
Neither had moved a piece for almost five minutes.
They were too busy disagreeing.
Near a small pond...
a woman tossed breadcrumbs to ducks while her grandson tried very hard to count them.
He reached eleven.
Then counted the same duck twice.
Blue smiled faintly.

Then...
they saw it.
The heart of the park.
A giant banyan tree.
Its roots reached the earth like old hands.
Its branches stretched so wide that half the park rested beneath its shade.
Dozens of children played around it.
Some climbed the lower roots.
Others simply sat with books.
A young couple read quietly against the trunk.
An old man slept peacefully on a bench nearby.
Nobody hurried anyone away.
The tree belonged to everyone.
His daughter stopped walking.
"...Whoa."
Michael smiled.
"Beautiful, isn't it?"
She nodded slowly.
"Is it..."
She looked up.
"...really that old?"
Blue stepped beside her.
"Much older than this city."
She stared upward.
"It was here first?"
"It probably watched Morke grow."
Without another word...
she walked to the enormous trunk.
Placed both tiny hands against the bark.
Closed her eyes.
Her mother smiled.
"What are you doing?"
"I'm saying hello."
Michael chuckled.
"I don't think anyone's greeted it today."
She looked over her shoulder.
"Trees get lonely too."
Nobody laughed.
Children often said things adults forgot were true.
Blue rested one hand lightly against the rough bark.
"It has a good view."
She nodded.
"It gets to watch everybody."
Blue looked around.
Families.
Students.
Artists.
Joggers.
Grandparents.
Children.
"It does."
She hugged the tree.
Her arms barely reached around one root.
"I like it."
Blue quietly replied,
"So do I."

A bell rang somewhere nearby.
Almost immediately...
hundreds of pigeons lifted from the upper branches.
The sound filled the sky.
His daughter gasped.
"They all left together."
"They do that every evening."
Michael checked his watch.
"Five-thirty."
Blue looked up.
"They're punctual."
"The pigeons?"
"No."
He glanced toward the elderly man carving birds.
"The people."
Michael followed his gaze.
Sure enough...
almost everyone in the park had looked up.
Nobody seemed surprised.
They simply smiled...
then continued with their conversations.
It wasn't an attraction.
It was tradition.

They found an empty bench beneath the banyan tree.
His daughter immediately wandered toward a group of children building tiny castles out of fallen leaves.
Blue watched her for a moment.
Then looked at Michael.
"So."
Michael smiled.
"I knew this was coming."
"The Orchid Case."
Michael leaned back.
"I still get letters."
Blue looked surprised.
"From who?"
"Parents."
"Victims' families."
"Police officers."
He sighed.
"Some thank me."
"Some ask why."
Blue remained silent.
Michael looked toward the children.
"They don't write to you."
"They know better."
"They think you're impossible to find."
Blue smiled faintly.
"I prefer it that way."
Michael nodded.
"They still talk about the way you solved it."
Blue looked down at the path.
"I didn't solve it."
Michael laughed quietly.
"There you go again."
"I found the truth."
"That's solving it."
Blue shook his head.
"No."
"The truth was already there."
"I simply noticed it."
Michael had heard that sentence before.
Years ago.
After the Orchid Case.
He remembered standing in complete disbelief while Blue calmly explained something no one else had even considered.
"You know..."
Michael smiled to himself.
"I don't think I've ever asked."
Blue looked over.
"What?"
"When did you know?"
"The Orchid Case."
Blue didn't answer immediately.
Instead...
he watched a little boy trying to retrieve a kite tangled in a low branch.
His daughter had already volunteered to help.
Completely convinced she could reach it.
Blue smiled.
"Before the third victim."
Michael blinked.
"What?"
"I was wrong about one thing."
"What?"
"I thought I still had time."
For the first time that afternoon...
Michael's smile disappeared.
He understood exactly what Blue meant.
A detective's greatest burden wasn't failing to solve a case.
It was realizing...
you understood it too late to save someone.
Neither man spoke.
The laughter of children drifted across the park.
His daughter came running back moments later, holding the rescued kite triumphantly above her head.
"I did it!"
The little boy behind her shouted,
"She cheated!"
"I didn't!"
"You asked a tall man!"
"He was already tall!"
Blue looked at Michael.
"An excellent legal defense."
Michael laughed.
"I think she'd make a terrible lawyer."
"No."
Blue watched his daughter hand the kite back to its owner.
"A wonderful human being."
For a moment...
everything felt exactly as it should.
The banyan tree stood quietly above them.
Children laughed.
The evening breeze carried the scent of fresh grass.
And Morke...
without anyone realizing it...
had welcomed another family into its memory.


The house woke before the sun did.
The sea outside was little more than a dark silhouette, breathing steadily against the shore. Through the open kitchen window came the familiar rhythm of waves, followed by the distant cry of gulls welcoming another morning to Morke.
Blue was already awake.
Not because he had to be.
Because first days always woke him before alarms could.
He stood on the veranda overlooking the water, a mug of coffee warming his hands. The horizon slowly surrendered to streaks of amber, and one by one, fishing boats began slipping away from the harbour like shadows dissolving into light.
Behind him, the old wooden floor creaked.
His wife stepped outside, wrapping a light shawl around herself against the cool morning breeze.
"You've been out here long?"
"I don't know."
She smiled.
"That's your way of saying yes."
Blue looked towards the sea.
"I was listening."
"To what?"
"The town."
She stood beside him.
"And?"
He took another sip.
"It wakes up differently."
She waited.
"Cities usually wake with noise."
He watched a fisherman untangle a net on the beach below.
"This one wakes with patience."
For a few quiet seconds, neither of them spoke.
Some mornings deserved silence more than conversation.

A sudden burst of footsteps shattered the peace.
"Daaaad!"
Before Blue could turn—
A pair of small arms wrapped themselves around his waist.
His daughter looked up with a grin that seemed far too energetic for that hour of the morning.
"I won."
Blue blinked.
"...Won what?"
"I found you first."
His wife folded her arms.
"I told her you'd be outside."
The little girl gasped dramatically.
"Mom!"
"You cheated!"
"I gave her a clue."
"That's basically cheating."
Blue nodded thoughtfully.
"I'll allow it."
She narrowed her eyes.
"You're both against me."
"No," Blue replied.
"We're simply more experienced."
She pretended to sigh.
"This family has trust issues."
Her mother laughed.
"You learned that sentence from your father."
"I learn everything from Dad."
Blue looked at his wife.
"I'm sorry."
She laughed harder.

Breakfast was simple.
Toast.
Fresh fruit.
Eggs.
The little girl insisted on pouring orange juice for everyone.
Half of it reached the glasses.
The rest reached the table.
She froze.
Blue looked at the growing puddle.
"It appears the table was thirsty."
She looked relieved.
"I knew that."
"You did?"
"It looked thirsty yesterday too."
Her mother handed her a cloth.
"Then perhaps you should give it less to drink."
The three of them cleaned the mess together.
No one hurried.
No one complained.
Outside, the morning continued exactly as mornings always had.

Halfway through breakfast, the little girl suddenly remembered something.
Her eyes widened.
She pointed a finger at Blue.
"You promised."
Blue looked up from his coffee.
"I've made many promises."
"This one is important."
His wife smiled without saying a word.
She already knew which promise it was.
"Ice cream."
Blue nodded slowly.
"Right."
"After work."
"Yes."
"No forgetting."
"I won't."
"No working late."
"I won't."
She leaned across the table until they were almost nose to nose.
"Pinky promise."
Blue looked at his wife.
"I seem to be entering a legally binding agreement."
"You are."
He hooked his little finger around hers.
"Pinky promise."
She smiled with complete satisfaction.
"Good."
Then, as if the matter had been settled by the highest court in the country, she calmly returned to her breakfast.

Blue walked upstairs to get ready.
As he buttoned his shirt, his wife adjusted his collar from behind.
"You always do that."
"What?"
"Stand straighter on the first day."
"I do?"
"You've done it every time."
Blue looked at himself in the mirror.
"I hadn't noticed."
"I know."
She brushed an invisible speck of dust from his shoulder.
"You always say you enjoy solving puzzles."
"I do."
She met his eyes through the reflection.
"Just remember."
"What?"
"When you come home..."
She smiled softly.
"...come home."
Blue understood what she meant.
Leave the work outside.
Leave the questions outside.
Come back as husband.
As father.
Not as detective.
"I'll try."
She nodded.
"I know you will."

Outside, a familiar car pulled up.
Michael stepped out carrying two paper cups.
He looked towards the veranda.
"I brought insurance."
Blue raised an eyebrow.
"For what?"
Michael handed him one of the cups.
"If the office coffee is still terrible."
Blue accepted it.
"That's thoughtful."
"I've had eight years to learn survival."
The little girl ran outside.
"Uncle Michael!"
She hugged him before he had a chance to greet anyone.
Michael laughed.
"Good morning to you too."
She looked up seriously.
"You have an important job."
"I do?"
"You have to make sure Dad comes home."
Michael glanced at Blue.
"I thought that was his job."
"It is."
She folded her arms.
"But detectives forget things."
Blue looked mildly offended.
"I've forgotten very few things."
She counted on her fingers.
"My birthday balloon."
Blue nodded.
"Wind."
"The grocery list."
"I bought everything except onions."
"My drawing."
"I admired it."
"You left it at home."
Blue opened his mouth to argue.
Stopped.
"...Fair."
Michael laughed.
"I'll make sure he comes home."
The little girl nodded.
"Thank you."

As Blue reached for his coat hanging beside the door, something crinkled inside the pocket.
He frowned.
He hadn't put anything there.
He reached in.
A small folded piece of paper.
He opened it.
A drawing.
Three stick figures holding hands beneath an enormous tree.
Behind them...
a bright blue sea.
At the top, written in careful, uneven handwriting:
COME BACK SO WE CAN EAT ICE CREAM.
Blue looked toward his daughter.
She pretended to be fascinated by absolutely anything else.
He quietly folded the drawing.
Placed it back inside his pocket.
Over his heart.
"I'll keep this."
She finally looked up.
"You have to."
"Why?"
"So you don't forget."
Blue smiled.
"I won't."
This time...
he wasn't talking about the drawing.

The drive into town was unhurried.
Morning had fully arrived.
The bakery on the corner had opened its doors, and the scent of fresh bread drifted into the street. Cyclists coasted past cafés setting out chairs. Schoolchildren in neat uniforms crossed the roads in laughing groups, while shopkeepers lifted shutters with the familiarity of routines repeated for years.
They drove past Morke Central Park.
The great banyan tree stood exactly where it always had, its branches catching the early sunlight.
Already, joggers circled its paths.
An elderly man fed pigeons near the pond.
A gardener watered flowerbeds that had probably never known neglect.
Michael noticed Blue watching through the window.
"You'll get used to it."
Blue shook his head gently.
"I hope I don't."
Michael smiled.
"That's a good answer."

The Special Investigation Wing occupied the top floor of a government building overlooking the harbour.
There was nothing imposing about it.
No heavy gates.
No guards with rifles.
Just quiet corridors and people beginning another day.
As the elevator doors opened, a young woman carrying a stack of case files nearly collided with them.
She caught the files before they fell.
"You must be Blue."
"I am."
"I'm Elena Brooks."
She extended her hand without hesitation.
"I've wanted to meet the detective who solved the Orchid Case."
Blue shook her hand.
"I hope the story was less interesting than the paperwork."
She laughed.
"I've read both."
Michael sighed.
"Please don't encourage him."
Blue looked around the office.
Large windows overlooked the harbour.
Maps covered one wall.
The room smelled faintly of old paper and fresh coffee.
It wasn't grand.
It was simply a place where people came to look for answers.
Blue set his coat on the back of a chair.
The drawing remained safely inside its pocket.
For one brief moment...
the office was quiet.
Then—
The telephone rang.
Once.
Twice.
Michael answered.
His expression changed.
The warmth disappeared from his face.
He listened without interrupting.
Then slowly lowered the receiver.
He looked at Blue.
"We've got our first case."
The room fell silent.

The drive to Harbor Road took less than twenty minutes.
No one spoke much.
The city they had driven through only moments ago—full of schoolchildren, fresh bread and morning conversations—gradually gave way to quieter streets lined with old warehouses and fishing depots.
The scent changed too.
Freshly baked bread was replaced by salt, diesel and damp timber.
Beyond the warehouses, the sea stretched endlessly beneath a pale morning sky.
Michael slowed the car as flashing blue lights came into view.
Three patrol vehicles stood along the roadside.
Yellow police tape fluttered lazily in the sea breeze.
A small crowd had gathered across the street, speaking in hushed voices.
Blue noticed something immediately.
Nobody looked frightened.
Only curious.
Good.
That meant panic hadn't reached the city.
Not yet.

A uniformed officer approached as Michael stepped out of the car.
"Morning, sir."
Michael nodded.
"This is Detective Blue."
The officer straightened instinctively.
"It's an honour, sir."
Blue offered a polite smile.
"I'm hoping we won't need honours today."
The officer smiled awkwardly.
"I'm Officer Harris."
Blue shook his hand.
"What do we know?"
Harris opened his notebook.
"Missing person's name is Daniel Mercer."
"Thirty-six."
"Accountant."
"Married."
"One son."
"Left work yesterday evening."
"Never arrived home."
Blue listened without interrupting.
"His car was found here this morning by a dock worker."
"No signs of struggle."
"No blood."
"No witnesses."
Michael looked toward the sedan parked fifty metres away.
"Let's start there."

The blue sedan sat perfectly parallel to the curb.
It looked...
parked.
Not abandoned.
Blue stopped several steps away.
He never rushed to evidence.
Evidence had waited this long.
It could wait another minute.
He slowly observed the surroundings before looking at the car.
A row of warehouses.
Fishing nets hanging to dry.
Rusted shipping containers.
Tyre marks from delivery trucks.
The sea beyond them.
A flock of gulls circled overhead, occasionally diving toward scraps left by fishermen.
Ordinary.
Everything felt ordinary.
Blue walked around the vehicle once before crouching beside the driver's door.
Officer Harris began speaking.
"We've preserved everything—"
Blue raised a finger gently.
"One moment."
Silence returned.
He simply looked.
The driver's window was halfway open.
The engine was off.
The keys remained in the ignition.
A takeaway coffee rested in the cup holder.
Still half full.
A paper bag from a local bakery lay unopened on the passenger seat.
Beside it...
a child's drawing.
Crayons.
Bright colours.
A stick figure holding the hand of a much taller stick figure.
At the top were the words:
MY HERO
Blue's eyes lingered on the drawing for a second longer than anything else.
Then he stood.
"You can continue."

"The dock worker found it around six this morning."
"No one saw anyone leave?"
"No, sir."
"CCTV?"
Michael answered.
"Harbor Road only has coverage at both ends."
Blue looked up.
"And this section?"
Officer Harris gave an apologetic smile.
"Blind spot."
"For how long?"
"About three hundred metres."
Blue nodded once.
Long enough.
Not for a conclusion.
Only for a possibility.

Blue slipped on a pair of gloves.
Only now did he touch the car.
The driver's door opened with a quiet click.
Nothing appeared disturbed.
The dashboard was clean.
The radio remained on the same local station.
The air-conditioning was off.
He picked up the coffee.
Cold.
One sip missing.
He returned it exactly where he had found it.
Then the bakery bag.
Still warm enough that the butter inside had left a faint stain on the paper.
Breakfast.
Someone had intended to go home.
He unfolded the child's drawing carefully.
A house.
A dog.
Two smiling figures.
One small.
One tall.
Blue looked at Michael.
"His son?"
Michael nodded.
"Probably."
Blue placed it back exactly as it had been.

Officer Harris cleared his throat.
"We also found this."
He pointed toward the ground.
A single footprint in the damp sand beyond the shoulder of the road.
Blue walked over.
The print led away from the driver's door.
One step.
Then another.
Then...
nothing.
The tide had already begun reclaiming the shoreline.
The remaining impressions had dissolved into wet sand.
Blue stood quietly, watching the waves.
Michael joined him.
"What are you thinking?"
Blue didn't answer immediately.
Instead, he watched another wave erase the edge of the footprint.
"The sea destroys evidence without choosing sides."
Michael waited.
Blue continued.
"If the truth disappears..."
he looked back toward the parked sedan,
"...someone usually helps it."

For the next two hours they searched everything within a hundred-metre radius.
The warehouses.
The shoreline.
Storm drains.
Fishing boats.
Storage sheds.
Nothing.
No discarded phone.
No wallet.
No weapon.
No blood.
No torn clothing.
Not even a witness who remembered seeing Daniel Mercer.
Every answer produced another question.
Every question ended in silence.

Near noon, Elena lowered her camera.
"I've photographed everything twice."
Michael rubbed his forehead.
"We've got almost nothing."
Blue looked around Harbor Road one final time.
The breeze had strengthened.
The police tape snapped sharply in the wind.
Workers had already returned to unloading fishing boats.
Traffic flowed around the scene as though the city had quietly decided life could not stop for one missing man.
Blue took one last look at the car.
It didn't look abandoned.
It looked interrupted.
He turned to Michael.
"Let's go."
Michael frowned.
"Where?"
Blue's gaze remained fixed on the child's drawing still resting on the passenger seat.
"Home."
"The wife isn't going to tell us where he is."
"No."
Blue replied quietly.
"But she'll tell us..."
he paused,
"...who he was."
Without another word, he walked back toward the car.
Behind him, Harbor Road continued exactly as it always had.
The gulls cried overhead.
The tide climbed a little higher.
And the sea patiently erased the last remaining footprint, as though it had never existed at all.

Daniel Mercer's house stood on a quiet residential street where every home seemed to know its neighbour.
Freshly watered plants lined the pavements.
A bicycle lay carelessly on one front lawn.
Somewhere nearby, a lawn mower hummed steadily.
It was the kind of neighbourhood where people noticed unfamiliar cars.
Which meant...
someone should have noticed Daniel coming home.
Or not coming home.
Blue looked at the house before stepping out of the car.
Cream-coloured walls.
Blue shutters.
A wooden swing on the veranda.
A small basketball leaned against the front steps.
Ordinary.
The most difficult investigations usually began in ordinary places.

Michael knocked gently.
The door opened before the second knock.
The woman standing there looked no older than thirty-five.
Her auburn hair had been tied back hastily, though loose strands now framed a face exhausted by a sleepless night.
She tried to smile.
It lasted barely a second.
"You must be Detective Blue."
Blue inclined his head.
"I'm sorry we had to meet like this, Mrs. Mercer."
She stepped aside without speaking.
"Please... come in."

The house carried the faint aroma of brewed coffee.
Not fresh.
Forgotten.
Three mugs rested on the dining table.
One had been emptied.
Another was half-finished.
The third remained untouched.
Blue looked at them briefly before following her into the living room.
Family photographs covered an entire wall.
Camping trips.
Birthdays.
A Christmas morning.
A father lifting a laughing little boy onto his shoulders.
Blue's eyes lingered there.
Not because of the smiles.
Because every photograph had been taken by the same person.
Mrs. Mercer.
Daniel was present in every memory...
but absent from the act of creating them.

"I'm Emily."
She sat opposite them.
"I've already spoken to two officers."
"I know."
Blue placed his notebook on the coffee table.
"I'm not here to ask the same questions."
She looked at him for the first time.
Then nodded.

A small figure appeared at the end of the hallway.
The little boy couldn't have been older than seven.
He held a plastic dinosaur whose tail had been repaired with transparent tape.
He looked at the strangers.
Then at his mother.
"Mom?"
"Yes, sweetheart?"
"When Dad comes home..."
He hesitated.
"...can we still go fishing?"
Emily closed her eyes.
Just for a heartbeat.
"Of course."
Satisfied, the boy nodded and wandered back upstairs, making quiet dinosaur noises to himself.
No one spoke until his footsteps faded.

Blue finally broke the silence.
"What kind of father was Daniel?"
Emily frowned.
"I thought you'd ask about his work."
"I will."
"But work tells me what a man does."
He looked toward the staircase.
"Children tell me who he is."
For the first time that morning...
Emily smiled.
A genuine one.
"He never missed a promise."
Blue noticed the wording.
Never.
"What happened yesterday?"
"He left work around six."
"As always."
"He called while driving."
"What did he say?"
Emily looked toward the untouched coffee mug.
"He apologised."
"For what?"
"For forgetting milk."
A tired laugh escaped her.
"He forgot milk almost every week."
Blue didn't smile.
"What else?"
"He asked what Liam wanted for dinner."
"What did Liam want?"
"'Pancakes.'"
She shook her head.
"I told him pancakes weren't dinner."
"What did Daniel say?"
Emily's smile returned, fragile but real.
"'They're round. Round things count as dinner.'"
Michael chuckled quietly.
Blue made no note.
He simply remembered it.

For nearly an hour, Blue asked questions that seemed almost unrelated.
Did Daniel usually lock the front door?
Which hand did he use to carry grocery bags?
Did he enjoy silence while driving?
Did he answer unknown phone numbers?
Did he ever take different routes home?
Every answer painted another stroke of the same portrait.
Reliable.
Patient.
Predictable.
Not boring.
Consistent.

When they stepped outside, Blue remained on the veranda instead of walking straight to the car.
He looked across the street.
An elderly woman was trimming roses.
She had watched the entire visit without pretending otherwise.
Blue crossed over.
"Good morning."
She lowered her gardening shears.
"You found him?"
"No."
Her shoulders sank.
"I was hoping..."
Blue nodded.
"Did you know Daniel well?"
She smiled sadly.
"He fixed my fence last winter."
"I never asked."
"He just saw it leaning."
She looked toward the Mercer house.
"He wasn't that sort of man."
"What sort?"
"The sort who waits to be asked."

By midday...
they had spoken to twelve neighbours.
A newspaper delivery boy.
A retired school principal.
The local grocer.
A postman.
A teenager who washed cars after school.
Every conversation ended the same way.
Daniel Mercer had no enemies.
Daniel Mercer was dependable.
Daniel Mercer always came home.

Back in the car, Elena flipped through her notes.
"We're missing something."
Michael started the engine.
"I know."
Blue remained silent.
Outside, children laughed as they chased a football across a nearby park.
For a moment, he watched them through the window.
Then he spoke.
"We've spent the morning asking what happened."
Michael glanced at him.
Blue's eyes remained fixed outside.
"We're asking the wrong question."
Elena looked up.
"What should we be asking?"
Blue answered without hesitation.
"Why would a man who never breaks a promise..."
His voice was calm.
"...fail to keep the one he made yesterday?"
The car fell silent.
No one had an answer.
And for the first time since the investigation began...
Blue felt something he disliked more than uncertainty.
He felt absence.
Not the absence of evidence.
The absence of reason.
Somewhere between Daniel Mercer's office and his home...
a dependable man had vanished without leaving behind a single decision that made sense.
Blue looked once more at the neighbourhood disappearing through the rear window.
It was still peaceful.
Children still played.
Neighbours still watered their gardens.
The world had not changed.
Only one empty chair at one dinner table suggested otherwise.


Every morning began the same way.
The Special Investigation Wing gathered around the whiteboard before eight.
Daniel Mercer's photograph occupied the centre.
Around it, coloured strings connected addresses, names, timestamps and unanswered questions.
Each morning, someone added another note.
Each evening, someone erased a theory.
By Friday...
the whiteboard had become less a map of facts than a monument to uncertainty.

Blue stood before it with a mug of coffee that had long since gone cold.
He wasn't looking at the board.
He was looking through it.
Michael watched him from across the room.
"You've been staring at that timeline for ten minutes."
Blue answered without turning.
"I'm trying to understand what didn't happen."
Michael smiled faintly.
"You always say things like that."
Blue finally looked at him.
"We know where Daniel worked."
"We know where he lived."
"We know where he intended to go."
He tapped the empty stretch between two points on the board.
"We don't know why nothing interrupted his routine until it suddenly did."
Silence settled over the room again.
No one argued.
Because everyone knew he was right.

By midday, they were back at Harbor Road.
The tide had changed.
Fishing boats rocked gently against the docks.
A mechanic repaired an engine nearby, the metallic clang carrying across the water.
Life had continued without asking permission from tragedy.
Blue walked the same stretch of road for the fourth time that week.
Slowly.
One measured step after another.
Officer Harris followed him.
"Sir..."
Blue stopped.
"Yes?"
"I've been thinking."
"Good."
"The car..."
Blue waited.
"...maybe it wasn't parked by Daniel."
Blue nodded once.
"It's possible."
Harris looked encouraged.
"But."
Blue looked at the tyre marks.
"If someone else parked it..."
"...they parked exactly as Daniel always did."
Harris frowned.
"We checked."
Blue pointed towards the curb.
"The distance."
"Five centimetres."
"Perfectly parallel."
"Comfortable for someone who parks there every day."
He looked at Harris.
"Habits are difficult to imitate."
The young officer looked back at the sedan.
"I never would've noticed."
Blue smiled politely.
"You will."

The afternoon disappeared into interviews.
Daniel's colleagues.
His manager.
The receptionist.
A security guard who had worked in the building for twelve years.
Every conversation sounded strangely alike.
"He was reliable."
"He never argued."
"He always smiled."
"He left at six."
"He said goodbye."
One woman hesitated.
Blue noticed immediately.
"You remembered something."
She looked uncomfortable.
"It's probably nothing."
"Most useful things begin that way."
She thought for a moment.
"He stood by the elevator."
"For maybe..."
"...ten seconds."
"Doing what?"
"He was looking at his phone."
Michael leaned forward.
"Did someone call?"
"I don't know."
"He just..."
She searched for the right words.
"...looked surprised."
Blue asked quietly,
"Afraid?"
"No."
"Angry?"
She shook her head.
"...Confused."

An hour later, Elena placed a stack of phone records onto the conference table.
"I checked everything."
"Incoming."
"Outgoing."
"Messages."
"Emails."
"There isn't anything unusual."
Michael rubbed his forehead.
"There has to be something."
"There usually is."
Elena sighed.
"Not this time."
Blue opened the file.
Page after page.
Numbers.
Times.
Durations.
Nothing remarkable.
He closed it again.
"The ordinary can hide things too."
Michael laughed softly.
"You really don't like ordinary, do you?"
Blue looked out of the window toward the harbour.
"I love ordinary."
"It's where people live."

Saturday morning.
Rain.
A fine mist drifted across Morke, softening the outlines of buildings and turning the sea into a sheet of pale silver.
Blue returned alone to Daniel's neighbourhood.
Not because he expected new evidence.
Because sometimes...
places remembered what people forgot.
Emily Mercer opened the door before he knocked.
She looked surprised.
"I thought you might come back."
Blue smiled gently.
"I wasn't sure."
She stepped aside.
"Liam's in the garden."
Blue glanced through the back window.
The little boy sat beneath a tree, quietly holding a fishing rod that had never touched water.
"He's been waiting."
Emily said.
"For what?"
"For me to tell him his father isn't coming home."
Blue didn't answer.
Because detectives solved mysteries.
They didn't teach children how to lose parents.

He walked into the garden.
Liam looked up.
"Hi."
"Hello."
The boy held up the fishing rod.
"Dad bought this."
Blue crouched beside him.
"It's a good one."
"He said we'd catch the biggest fish in Morke."
Blue smiled.
"I think he aimed too low."
Liam blinked.
"He did?"
Blue nodded toward the sea beyond the houses.
"I've heard there are bigger ones."
The boy smiled for the first time.
Only for a second.
Then it disappeared.
"Do detectives ever lose people?"
Blue answered honestly.
"Yes."
"Does it feel bad?"
"...Every time."
Liam looked down at the rod again.
"I hope you don't lose my dad."
The words settled between them with unbearable gentleness.
Blue wanted to promise.
He couldn't.
Instead, he rested a hand lightly on the boy's shoulder.
"I'm still looking."

By the end of the fifth day...
the investigation board had doubled in size.
New photographs.
New maps.
New statements.
New theories.
Nothing connected.
Nothing explained why Daniel Mercer had vanished.
The office grew quieter with each passing evening.
The coffee machine worked harder than anyone inside the room.
Even Michael had stopped making jokes.

As the sun dipped behind the harbour, Blue remained standing before the whiteboard.
He removed Daniel's photograph.
Held it for a long moment.
Then placed it back exactly where it had been.
Elena watched from across the room.
"You think we're missing one clue."
Blue shook his head.
"No."
She frowned.
"Then what?"
His eyes never left Daniel's photograph.
"I think..."
he said quietly,
"...we're asking questions to a man who isn't here to answer them."
Michael looked up from his desk.
Blue continued.
"Tomorrow..."
"We stop chasing Daniel."
He looked around the room.
"We start chasing whoever wanted him to disappear."
No one spoke.
Not because they disagreed.
But because, after five days of relentless work...
it was the first new direction anyone had offered.
Outside, the lights of Morke shimmered across the harbour.
Inside...
the silence remained.


The front door opened just after sunset.
The familiar click of the lock echoed through the hallway.
Blue stepped inside, closed the door behind him, and for a brief moment simply stood there.
The house smelled of tomato soup.
Fresh bread.
And something sweet he couldn't immediately place.
Home.
Normally, that was enough to separate one world from another.
Today...
Harbor Road followed him through the door.

"Dad!"
The voice came before the footsteps.
His daughter sprinted down the hallway, socks sliding against the polished wooden floor.
She launched herself forward with complete confidence.
Every evening ended exactly the same way.
She ran.
He caught her.
It was a routine so ordinary neither of them had ever thought about it.
Today...
Blue reacted a heartbeat too late.
Not enough for her to fall.
Just enough that he had to adjust his footing before wrapping his arms around her.
She laughed.
"You almost missed."
Blue smiled.
"I did."
"You've never almost missed."
"I know."
She looked at him curiously for a moment.
Then shrugged.
"You're getting old."
Blue laughed softly.
"I walked straight into that one."

His wife appeared from the kitchen, wiping her hands on a towel.
"Welcome home."
She walked over and kissed him lightly on the cheek.
"Long day?"
Blue nodded.
"A little."
She studied his face.
Not dramatically.
Just the quiet way people study someone they've loved for years.
"You look tired."
"I am."
"Sit."
"I'll bring dinner."

The dining table had become familiar in only a week.
The same wooden chairs.
The same view of the sea beyond the windows.
The same tiny scratch near Blue's place where his daughter had accidentally dragged a spoon across the surface on their second morning.
Ordinary things settled into a home faster than people realized.

His daughter climbed into her chair.
"So..."
Blue looked up.
"So?"
"Did you find him?"
The room became strangely still.
His wife glanced at Blue before serving soup into three bowls.
Blue answered honestly.
"Not yet."
His daughter stirred her soup absentmindedly.
"You will."
It wasn't encouragement.
It was certainty.
Children believed in their parents with a kind of confidence adults slowly forgot how to possess.
Blue looked at her.
"I hope so."
She frowned.
"You don't sound sure."
He searched for the right answer.
"I've learned that hoping and knowing aren't the same thing."
She thought about that while blowing gently across her spoon.
"I think they can be."
Blue smiled.
"I hope you're right."

Dinner drifted into lighter conversation.
Her spelling test.
A boy at school who insisted tomatoes were fruit and therefore belonged in fruit salad.
A seagull that had stolen someone's sandwich near the beach.
She told each story with enormous seriousness.
Blue listened.
He laughed when she expected him to laugh.
Asked questions when she expected questions.
Yet somewhere behind every smile...
Daniel Mercer remained seated in the empty chair that existed only in Blue's mind.

Halfway through dinner, his daughter suddenly clapped her hands.
"I almost forgot!"
Blue looked up.
"What?"
She pointed at the calendar hanging beside the refrigerator.
A bright blue circle surrounded today's date.
"Ice cream."
Blue blinked.
Then remembered.
The promise.
His wife looked between them.
"I was wondering how long it would take."
His daughter stood.
"You promised."
"I did."
"No detective excuses."
"No detective excuses."
She smiled triumphantly.
"Good."

The three of them walked down to the beachfront as twilight settled over Morke.
The evening breeze carried the scent of salt and vanilla from a small ice cream shop near the promenade.
Families wandered slowly along the shore.
Children chased one another through the sand.
Somewhere farther down the beach, a street musician played an old melody on an acoustic guitar.
Blue watched the scene quietly.
Nothing here suggested that somewhere only a few kilometres away...
a family waited for someone who wasn't coming home.

His daughter chose strawberry.
His wife chose pistachio.
Blue ordered plain vanilla.
"You always choose vanilla."
His daughter sounded genuinely disappointed.
"There are twenty flavours."
Blue looked at the display.
"I know."
"So why vanilla?"
He smiled.
"I already know I like it."
She shook her head dramatically.
"You're afraid of adventure."
His wife laughed.
"She's got you there."
Blue accepted defeat with surprising grace.
"Perhaps."
His daughter held out her cone.
"Try mine."
Blue took a careful bite.
She watched his face with intense concentration.
"Well?"
He nodded thoughtfully.
"I've been making poor life decisions."
She grinned.
"I knew it."

They found an empty bench overlooking the sea.
The waves rolled in gently, dissolving into white foam before retreating again.
His daughter sat between her parents, swinging her legs above the sand.
Without warning, she leaned against Blue's shoulder.
"Dad?"
"Hm?"
"When you find him..."
Blue looked down at her.
"...will his little boy be happy again?"
The question arrived so quietly that even the sea seemed to pause around it.
Blue didn't answer immediately.
He watched the horizon instead.
The last light of the sun had almost disappeared.
Finally, he spoke.
"I don't know."
She seemed surprised.
"You don't?"
"No."
She looked toward the water.
"I thought detectives fixed sad things."
Blue swallowed.
"So did I."
Neither of them spoke after that.
The waves continued arriving exactly as they always had.
Steady.
Patient.
Indifferent.

Later that night, after his daughter had fallen asleep, Blue stood alone on the veranda.
The drawing she had slipped into his coat still rested in his pocket.
He unfolded it again.
Three stick figures.
The sea.
The enormous tree.
COME BACK SO WE CAN EAT ICE CREAM.
He smiled despite himself.
Then his eyes drifted toward the lights scattered across Morke's coastline.
Somewhere in that peaceful town...
a man had disappeared without a trace.
Somewhere...
a child was waiting for a promise that might never be kept.
Blue folded the drawing carefully.
Tomorrow, he told himself.
Tomorrow, they would find something.
The sea offered no reply.
I want to make one adjustment before writing.

Sunday arrived with the unhurried confidence of a town that believed nothing truly terrible could happen there.
Church bells drifted softly across Morke just after nine.
The cafés along the waterfront opened their windows.
Cyclists filled the promenade.
The scent of roasted coffee floated through the morning air before dissolving into the familiar smell of salt carried inland by the sea breeze.
For everyone else...
it was another peaceful weekend.
For Blue...
it was the sixth day without Daniel Mercer.

"You've been wearing that face all morning."
Blue looked up from his coffee.
His wife stood in the kitchen doorway with her arms folded.
"What face?"
"The one where you're physically here..."
She tapped the side of her head.
"...but mentally somewhere between Harbor Road and your office."
Blue smiled apologetically.
"I'm trying."
"I know."
She walked over and gently took his mug from his hands.
"Which is exactly why we're going to the park."
Blue looked toward the living room.
His daughter was already wearing her shoes.
She had apparently been ready for twenty minutes.
She looked at Blue with exaggerated disappointment.
"We've been waiting forever."
Blue glanced at the clock.
"It's been four minutes."
"It felt like forever."
"I'll accept that."

Morke Central Park seemed somehow greener than it had only a few days earlier.
Sunlight filtered through the enormous banyan tree, scattering shifting patterns across the pathways below.
Children laughed near the swings.
An elderly couple argued cheerfully over a game of chess.
Someone played a violin beneath a gazebo, the melody wandering lazily through the morning like it had nowhere else to be.
Blue had never believed places possessed personalities.
If they did...
this park's personality was kindness.

His daughter disappeared almost immediately.
"I'll be at the pond!"
"Stay where we can see you."
"I always do!"
"You don't."
"I usually do!"
Blue watched her run off.
His wife sat beside him on the same bench they had shared days earlier.
Neither of them spoke for a while.
The silence between them wasn't uncomfortable.
It had simply learned not to demand words.

"You haven't slept."
Blue kept watching the pond.
"I slept."
"You closed your eyes."
She smiled gently.
"Those aren't always the same thing."
Blue let out a quiet breath.
"I keep replaying it."
"The case?"
He nodded.
"I know every minute of Daniel's day."
"I know every phone call."
"I know where he stopped."
"I know what he bought."
"I know what time he left."
"And somehow..."
He looked down at his hands.
"...I know less now than I did six days ago."
His wife rested her hand over his.
"You don't have to carry every family in the city."
Blue didn't answer.
Because he believed he did.

A football rolled gently across the path and stopped against Blue's shoe.
He picked it up.
A boy of about ten came running.
"Sorry!"
Blue smiled.
"Good kick."
The boy laughed.
"No, it wasn't."
Blue tossed the ball back.
"It reached me."
The boy looked confused.
Then laughed again before running back toward his friends.
His wife watched him leave.
"You encourage everyone."
Blue shrugged.
"I remember what it felt like to be ten."

They wandered slowly through the park.
Past the flower gardens.
Past the duck pond.
Past the old fountain whose stone edges had been smoothed by decades of children climbing over it.
Blue noticed everything automatically.
A gardener trimming roses.
Fresh paint on one park bench.
A pigeon limping slightly as it crossed the path.
Observation had long ago stopped being something he switched on.
It had become the way he experienced the world.
Yet even surrounded by ordinary life...
his thoughts kept circling back to Harbor Road.

"Dad!"
His daughter waved enthusiastically from the pond.
"Hurry!"
Blue and his wife walked over.
She crouched beside the water, completely absorbed.
"What have you found?"
She pointed excitedly.
"That duck."
Blue looked.
"There are lots of ducks."
"No."
She shook her head.
"That one."
A mallard floated calmly across the pond.
Blue studied it.
"I don't understand."
"It keeps swimming back."
Blue frowned slightly.
"What do you mean?"
She pointed again.
"See?"
The duck paddled toward the opposite bank.
Then, without stopping, turned around and returned to exactly the same patch of water beneath the willow tree.
Again.
And again.
His daughter smiled.
"It doesn't like the whole pond."
"It only likes there."
Blue watched silently.
His wife laughed.
"Maybe that's its favourite spot."
His daughter nodded confidently.
"No."
"It's looking."
Blue looked at her.
"Looking?"
She pointed toward the water beneath the branches.
"It keeps coming back because it thinks something's there."
Blue continued watching.
The duck reached the willow.
Dipped its head beneath the surface.
Rose again.
Circled.
Returned.
Again.
Again.
Again.
His daughter said quietly,
"If you lose something..."
"...you don't look everywhere."
She picked up a pebble.
"You keep looking where you think it is."
She tossed the pebble into the pond.
The ripples spread outward.
"...even if it isn't."
The words drifted away as naturally as they had arrived.
She had already turned her attention to a dragonfly hovering above the reeds.
For her...
the conversation was over.

Blue remained perfectly still.
Michael's voice echoed somewhere in his memory.
"We've searched Harbor Road four times."
Four times.
The same stretch of road.
The same warehouses.
The same shoreline.
Because that was where they believed the answer had to be.
His gaze lingered on the duck.
Still returning.
Still searching.
Still certain.
A certainty that might be completely wrong.

His wife noticed the change immediately.
"What is it?"
Blue didn't answer at first.
He looked toward the sea beyond the park.
Then back at the pond.
Finally he smiled.
Not because he had solved the case.
Because...
for the first time in six days...
he had found a new question.
"We've been searching where Daniel disappeared."
He spoke almost to himself.
"What if..."
He paused.
"...the person we're looking for never wanted us to search there at all?"
His wife looked puzzled.
"I thought you said criminals make mistakes."
"They do."
Blue's eyes remained fixed on the pond.
"But detectives do too."

His daughter came running back, holding a bright yellow leaf she had declared "too perfect to leave behind."
"Dad!"
Blue looked at her.
"Can we come here again next Sunday?"
He smiled.
"Of course."
She slipped her small hand into his.
"I like this place."
Blue looked around the park.
The banyan tree.
The pond.
The laughter.
The sunlight filtering through green leaves.
"So do I."
For a brief, impossible moment...
the weight of the investigation lifted.
Only slightly.
Only long enough for him to squeeze his daughter's hand before they began walking home together.
Behind them, the duck still circled patiently beneath the willow tree, returning again and again to the same quiet patch of water.
Searching exactly where it believed the answer ought to be.

Monday arrived beneath a sky the colour of brushed steel.
Clouds drifted lazily above Morke, leaving only occasional shafts of sunlight to spill across the harbour. Fishing boats moved with the tide, their engines rumbling softly as though trying not to disturb the town's morning peace.
Blue barely noticed.
The image of the duck beneath the willow tree had followed him home.
It had followed him to bed.
It had followed him into sleep.
And now...
it followed him into the Special Investigation Wing.

The office had already begun another day.
Elena arranged fresh photographs on the investigation board.
Officer Harris compared phone records against bank transactions.
Someone in the next room argued quietly with a printer that had apparently declared war on paperwork.
Only Michael remained seated.
Watching Blue.
"You've been quiet since yesterday."
Blue hung his coat over the back of his chair.
"I've been wrong."
Michael smiled faintly.
"That's a sentence I don't hear often."
Blue didn't smile back.
"We've spent six days treating Harbor Road like the crime scene."
"It isn't?"
"I don't know."
Blue looked at Daniel Mercer's photograph.
"But I know something else."
He picked up a marker.
On the whiteboard he wrote one sentence.
WHERE DID DANIEL DISAPPEAR?
He looked at it for a long moment.
Then slowly drew a line through the entire question.
Elena frowned.
"What are you doing?"
Blue uncapped the marker again.
Beneath the crossed-out sentence, he wrote another.
WHEN DID DANIEL DISAPPEAR?
Silence settled over the room.
Officer Harris looked between the two questions.
"I don't understand."
Blue stepped aside.
"We've been searching for a location."
He tapped the second question.
"What if the location doesn't matter until we understand the moment?"

Michael folded his arms.
"Explain."
Blue walked toward the board.
"Daniel leaves work."
"He buys breakfast for the next morning."
"He calls his wife."
"He forgets milk."
"He jokes about pancakes."
"He drives home."
He paused.
"Everything is ordinary."
Elena nodded.
"So?"
"So..."
Blue tapped the timeline.
"...ordinary people don't become extraordinary victims without an ordinary moment changing first."
Officer Harris tilted his head.
"The phone?"
"Maybe."
"The elevator?"
"Maybe."
"The drive?"
"Maybe."
Blue looked around the room.
"We don't know."
"And because we don't know..."
he erased nearly half the arrows on the board,
"...these are assumptions."
The room suddenly looked emptier.
Less complicated.
Almost frighteningly simple.

Michael studied the board for nearly a minute.
Then nodded.
"I've been asking the wrong officers."
Blue looked at him.
"The traffic division."
Michael continued thinking aloud.
"If Daniel disappeared during the drive..."
"...everyone keeps asking who saw him."
He picked up his jacket.
"I should ask who didn't."
Officer Harris blinked.
"What does that mean?"
Michael smiled.
"Road maintenance."
"Construction crews."
"Garbage collection."
"Street cleaners."
"They notice empty roads."
"They remember unusual mornings."
Blue finally smiled.
"Exactly."
Michael had reached the conclusion without needing the rest explained.
That was why they worked well together.
They didn't finish each other's sentences.
They finished each other's thoughts.

Within an hour...
the investigation spread across Morke in directions it had never taken before.
The Harbour Authority.
Municipal maintenance.
Traffic engineers.
Fuel stations.
Delivery companies.
Street vendors.
Taxi drivers.
New questions.
New routes.
New people.
The board slowly began filling again.
Not with answers.
With possibilities.

Near noon...
the office grew unusually quiet.
Blue remained standing before the whiteboard, moving coloured pins from one map to another.
He hadn't noticed the time.
Or the rain beginning outside.
Or that everyone else had drifted away for lunch.
The door opened softly.
Michael walked back in carrying a small brown paper bag and two cardboard cups.
Blue didn't look up.
"I thought you left."
"I did."
Michael placed one cup beside Blue.
Steam curled gently into the air.
Blue blinked.
Coffee.
Fresh.
Still hot.
He looked at the paper bag.
"A sandwich?"
Michael shrugged.
"I got hungry."
Blue raised an eyebrow.
"So you bought two?"
"No."
Michael smiled.
"I bought two this morning."
Blue looked at him.
"You expected this."
"I've known you for twelve years."
Michael leaned casually against the desk.
"Whenever a case stops making sense..."
"You stop remembering you're human."
Blue laughed quietly.
"I ate breakfast."
Michael looked unconvinced.
"What time?"
Blue searched his memory.
"...I don't remember."
"Exactly."
Neither of them spoke for a while.
The rain tapped gently against the windows.
Across the office, Elena pretended to organise files while very obviously listening.
Officer Harris looked down at his paperwork, smiling to himself.
Michael took a sip of coffee.
"You know..."
Blue unwrapped the sandwich.
"...your wife says the same thing."
Michael laughed.
"She's smarter than both of us."
Blue nodded.
"She definitely married beneath herself."
"I've been telling you that for years."

Blue took a bite.
Only then did he realise how hungry he was.
Michael noticed.
Said nothing.
Friendship sometimes looked like knowing exactly when not to speak.

The afternoon brought their first genuine lead.
A road maintenance supervisor remembered something unusual.
Not a person.
Not a vehicle.
A set of temporary warning barriers that had been moved sometime during the evening.
No one knew who had moved them.
No paperwork existed.
No crew admitted responsibility.
It wasn't evidence.
Not yet.
But it was...
different.
Blue stood over the map.
The barriers had briefly redirected traffic away from one particular stretch of road.
For less than fifteen minutes.
Fifteen minutes.
Just enough time...
for someone's ordinary journey home...
to become something else.

Officer Harris looked up eagerly.
"Do you think this is it?"
Blue didn't answer immediately.
He studied the map.
The timeline.
The reports.
Then quietly folded his arms.
"I don't know."
It wasn't disappointment.
For the first time in nearly a week...
he genuinely didn't know.
Because uncertainty had finally changed shape.
It no longer felt like a wall.
It felt like a door.

Outside, the rain had stopped.
Sunlight broke through the clouds in scattered beams, washing the harbour in pale gold.
For the first time since Daniel Mercer disappeared...
the investigation had moved.
Not much.
Not enough.
But enough for hope to return.
Just a little.
And sometimes...
a little hope was the most dangerous thing a person could possess.

Blue slept the way exhausted men slept.
Not peacefully.
Not willingly.
His body simply surrendered before his mind could object.

He unlocked the apartment door.
The familiar click echoed softly through the hallway.
Warm light spilled from the dining room.
The smell reached him first.
Tomato soup.
Fresh bread.
Something roasting in the oven.
Home.
He smiled without realizing it.
"Dad!"
Small footsteps thundered across the wooden floor.
His daughter crashed into him before he had a chance to put his bag down.
He laughed as she wrapped both arms around his waist.
"Easy, soldier."
"You were late."
"I know."
"You promised."
"I know."
"You always know."
Blue sighed dramatically.
"And somehow I'm always guilty."
She grinned.
"Because you always are."
He pinched her cheek.
She squealed in protest before running back toward the dining room.

His wife appeared from the kitchen carrying a bowl.
"There you are."
"I was beginning to think Morke had promoted you to permanent detective."
Blue kissed her forehead.
"Tempting offer."
"Denied."
"Immediately?"
"I didn't even let them finish the sentence."
She smiled.
"Good."

Dinner was already waiting.
His daughter climbed into her chair.
Blue sat opposite her.
His wife poured soup into three bowls.
For a few minutes...
nothing happened.
And it was perfect.
His daughter spoke endlessly about school.
A teacher who couldn't pronounce a student's surname.
A pigeon that somehow wandered into the classroom.
An argument over whether dolphins counted as fish.
Blue laughed more than he spoke.
His wife occasionally rolled her eyes.
Mostly at him.

"This soup is amazing."
"It came from a packet."
"It's still amazing."
"I added salt."
"There it is."
"The secret ingredient."
His daughter raised both hands.
"I helped."
Blue looked at his wife.
"You've been replaced."
"I know."
"I'm keeping her."
"You don't have a choice."

The room felt warm.
Comfortable.
Safe.
Blue wished evenings could remain exactly like this forever.

His daughter stopped eating.
She looked at him.
Not strangely.
Simply...
looked.
"Dad?"
Blue smiled.
"Hm?"
"When are you leaving?"
He chuckled.
"Tomorrow morning."
She shook her head.
"No."
"I mean..."
She frowned slightly.
"When are you leaving forever?"
The spoon slipped from Blue's hand.
It struck the bowl with a sharp metallic sound.
His wife continued eating.
She hadn't reacted.
Blue blinked.
"What?"
His daughter tilted her head.
"You already left."
Blue laughed nervously.
"What are you talking about?"
"You don't remember?"
His wife buttered another piece of bread.
Completely unconcerned.
Blue looked at her.
"Did you hear what she just said?"
She didn't answer.
Not because she ignored him.
Because...
she hadn't heard him.
She continued eating.
Calmly.
Almost peacefully.
Blue turned back to his daughter.
She smiled.
The same innocent smile she always wore.
Except...
something about it felt impossibly distant.
"You left a long time ago."
Blue's heartbeat quickened.
"I'm sitting right here."
She nodded.
"I know."
"Then what do you mean?"
"You just haven't realized it yet."
The apartment became very quiet.
No cutlery.
No laughter.
No waves outside.
Only silence.
Blue looked around.
The lights seemed dimmer.
The room somehow...
larger.
His wife reached across the table.
She passed the bread basket...
through his arm.
Without noticing.
Blue froze.
He stared at his sleeve.
There was no wound.
No blood.
She simply...
hadn't touched him.
"Dad?"
His daughter said softly.
Blue looked back.
She wasn't smiling anymore.
There were tears in her eyes.
"You keep trying to come home."
Her voice trembled.
"But you don't live here anymore."
Blue pushed back his chair.
"No."
His own voice sounded unfamiliar.
"No..."
He hurried toward his wife.
He reached for her shoulder.
His hand met nothing.
Not resistance.
Not flesh.
Nothing.
As if she were made of mist.
He stumbled backwards.
His breathing became shallow.
His daughter slowly stood.
She looked heartbreakingly sad.
"I miss you."
Blue shook his head violently.
"I'm here."
"You aren't."
"I'm here!"
"You've been gone for so long."
She took one small step toward him.
"I wish you'd stop pretending."
Blue opened his mouth to answer.
No sound came out.
The room darkened.
The dining table dissolved into shadow.
The walls stretched farther away.
His wife and daughter remained exactly where they were.
Growing smaller.
Farther.
As though the apartment itself were carrying them away from him.
His daughter raised one hand.
Not to wave.
To say goodbye.

Blue woke with a violent gasp.
Darkness.
His bedroom.
His heart hammered against his ribs.
His lungs fought for air.
Beside him...
his wife slept peacefully.
He immediately turned toward her.
Without thinking.
He reached out.
His trembling fingers rested gently against her shoulder.
Warm.
Real.
She stirred slightly but didn't wake.
Blue closed his eyes.
Relief washed over him.
He remained there for several seconds.
His hand still resting on her shoulder.
Making sure...
she was really there.
Outside, Morke slept beneath a quiet sky.
Inside, Blue didn't sleep again that night.
Because for the first time in his life...
he was afraid that one day...
he might come home...
and no longer belong there.

Morning arrived quietly.
The sea outside had already awakened.
Fishing boats drifted across the horizon like tiny brushstrokes on blue canvas, and the sunlight spilled over Morke's white buildings with the gentleness only the island seemed capable of.
Blue had slept for less than two hours.
He stood on the balcony with a mug of coffee that had already gone cold.
The nightmare lingered.
Not its details.
Its feeling.
The unbearable feeling that he had returned home...
to a place that no longer belonged to him.
The balcony door slid open behind him.
His wife stepped outside, wrapping a light shawl around herself against the morning breeze.
"You've been here a while."
Blue didn't turn.
"I didn't want to wake you."
She leaned against the railing beside him.
"You didn't."
A comfortable silence settled between them.
The sea stretched endlessly before them.
People had begun jogging along the promenade below.
A child chased pigeons near the beach.
Life continued exactly as it always had.
She glanced sideways.
"You've hardly slept these past few days."
Blue smiled faintly.
"I know."
"No."
She shook her head gently.
"You don't."
He remained quiet.
She waited.
She knew he would speak when he was ready.
That was one of the many reasons he loved her.
Finally...
"I had another dream."
She looked at him.
"About the case?"
He slowly shook his head.
"That's what's strange."
He rested both hands on the balcony railing.
"It had nothing to do with work."
"What happened?"
Blue stared at the ocean while speaking, as though watching the waves made the words easier to say.
"I came home."
"So far, so good."
He smiled weakly.
"You were cooking."
"Our daughter was talking non-stop."
She laughed softly.
"That part sounds realistic."
"It felt..."
He searched for the word.
"Perfect."
His voice grew quieter.
"We had dinner."
"We laughed."
"Everything was normal."
He swallowed.
"And then..."
He stopped.
His wife waited.
"Our daughter looked at me..."
"...and asked me when I was leaving."
She frowned.
"Leaving?"
"I told her I was already home."
His breathing slowed.
"But she kept saying..."
His voice almost became a whisper.
"'You've already left.'"
The breeze carried away the silence that followed.
"I tried talking to both of you."
"You couldn't hear me."
"I tried touching you."
"You weren't..."
He stopped himself.
"I wasn't..."
Another pause.
"I don't know."
He rubbed his forehead.
"It didn't feel like a nightmare."
"It felt..."
"...true."
His wife reached for his hand.
This time...
he felt it.
Warm.
Real.
She intertwined her fingers with his.
"You know what I think?"
Blue looked at her.
"I think you've forgotten how tired you are."
He didn't answer.
She continued gently.
"You've spent years walking into other people's tragedies."
"You carry them home."
"You pretend you don't."
"But you do."
Blue looked back at the sea.
"I've never had dreams like this."
"No."
She smiled softly.
"You've never had a missing person keep you awake this long either."
He exhaled.
"You really think it's just stress?"
She squeezed his hand.
"I think..."
She looked toward the apartment, where faint laughter echoed from inside.
"...I think you need to remember that this..."
She nodded toward their home.
"...is real."
"You."
"Me."
"Our daughter arguing with cereal every morning."
Blue couldn't help smiling.
"She does lose those arguments."
"Terribly."
They both laughed.
The heaviness lifted.
Only slightly.
But enough.
His wife kissed his cheek.
"Come inside."
"Our daughter has declared war on breakfast."
Blue finally nodded.
"I'll be there."
She disappeared back into the apartment.
Blue remained outside for another few seconds.
He closed his eyes.
He could still hear his daughter laughing.
He held onto that sound.
As though afraid one day...
he might not.

The phone rang.
The shrill tone cut through the apartment.
Blue answered almost instinctively.
"Blue speaking."
"Sir."
It was Harris.
His voice was unusually flat.
"We found him."
Blue's expression changed instantly.
"Where?"
"Cliffside trail."
"About four kilometres north of the lighthouse."
A pause.
"You should come."
Blue's instincts sharpened.
"Is he alive?"
Silence.
"...No, sir."

The sea was beautiful.
Blue hated it for that.
Police vehicles lined the narrow coastal road.
Yellow tape fluttered in the morning wind.
Forensic teams moved with quiet efficiency.
Nobody spoke louder than necessary.
The body lay beneath a white sheet.
Blue approached slowly.
Michael stood nearby.
His expression alone said enough.
Blue stopped beside him.
"When?"
"Probably sometime after midnight."
Blue nodded once.
No more.
A forensic officer carefully folded back the sheet.
Daniel Mercer.
His eyes were closed peacefully.
His clothes were almost immaculate.
There were no signs of struggle.
No defensive wounds.
No visible brutality.
If someone had seen him from a distance...
they might have believed he was asleep.
Blue crouched beside the body.
Something immediately felt wrong.
Not because of what he saw.
Because of what he didn't.
Fear.
There was none.
Daniel's face carried neither panic nor pain.
Only...
acceptance.
Blue's gaze drifted toward Daniel's right hand.
His fingers curled around a folded piece of paper.
Carefully...
almost respectfully.
The officer looked at Blue.
"We haven't opened it."
Blue nodded.
"Wear gloves."
The letter was removed with extraordinary care.
The paper was old.
Not aged naturally.
Intentionally preserved.
Blue unfolded it.
The handwriting was uneven.
Patient.
Deliberate.
He began reading.

If you're reading this...
...then I was right.
I kept telling myself there was nobody behind me.
I even laughed once.
I thought fear was embarrassing.
I was wrong.
I don't know when it began.
I only know that silence started lasting longer than it should.
Every room felt occupied.
Every reflection seemed delayed.
I stopped looking over my shoulder because I became afraid...
...that one day I would actually find someone.
I haven't slept.
Not because I couldn't.
Because every time I closed my eyes...
I woke up more tired.
I don't think dreams are supposed to do that.
Something keeps waiting for me.
Patiently.
It never speaks first.
It waits until I convince myself I'm alone.
Then...
I hear breathing.
Maybe you've already decided I've lost my mind.
I tried telling myself the same thing.
It helped.
For a while.
If you find this letter...
Please don't try to understand what happened to me.
Just answer one question.
If I wrote this before I died...
...why can't I remember writing it?

Nobody spoke.
The wind turned the edge of the letter.
Blue read the final lines again.
Then once more.
Not because he hadn't understood them.
Because he wished he hadn't.
Michael quietly asked,
"What is it?"
Blue folded the letter.
His voice remained calm.
Too calm.
"This doesn't leave this investigation."
Michael understood immediately.
"The media?"
"No."
"The public?"
"No."
Harris frowned.
"Sir..."
Blue looked at the body once more.
"If this letter becomes public..."
He watched the waves crash against the rocks below.
"...people won't be afraid of a killer."
His eyes remained fixed on Daniel.
"They'll become afraid of their own minds."
No one argued.
For the first time since arriving in Morke...
Blue felt something he couldn't explain.
Not fear.
Not anger.
Not grief.
Recognition.
As though somewhere...
someone had just taken the first move.
And the game had finally begun.

The investigation room was louder than usual.
Printers hummed.
Phones rang.
Someone argued over forensic reports near the entrance.
Another officer hurried past carrying photographs that nobody wanted to see twice.
Blue noticed all of it.
None of it stayed with him.
His eyes remained fixed on Daniel Mercer's letter.
The paper lay inside a transparent evidence sleeve.
Perfectly still.
It looked harmless.
Like any other piece of paper.
It wasn't.

"Forensics?"
Blue asked without looking up.
Harris adjusted his glasses.
"No identifiable fingerprints."
"The victim's?"
"Only Daniel's."
"The killer?"
Harris slowly shook his head.
"Nothing."
"The ink?"
"Common fountain ink."
"The paper?"
"Commercially available."
Blue nodded.
"What about pressure analysis?"
Michael looked surprised.
"You think someone else wrote it?"
"I don't know."
Blue answered honestly.
"I just don't like assuming."
Harris opened another file.
"The pressure changes throughout the letter."
Blue finally looked up.
"Natural?"
"We can't tell."
"Could be stress."
"Could be fatigue."
"Could be intentional."
Blue leaned back.
"So..."
He looked around the room.
"We have a dead man."
"A letter."
"And nothing else."
Nobody replied.
Because that was the truth.

The whiteboard had changed.
Daniel Mercer's smiling photograph now carried a thin black border.
Below it...
someone had written in blue marker.
Victim 1
Blue stared at those words for a long time.
Victim.
Such a small word.
It erased an entire life.
A husband.
A colleague.
Someone's son.
Reduced...
to a category.
Without saying anything, Blue walked to the board.
He uncapped the marker.
Crossed out the word.
In its place he wrote...
Daniel Mercer
He stepped back.
Michael watched quietly.
"Looks the same."
Blue shook his head.
"No."
"It doesn't."

The room fell silent.
Nobody questioned him.
Nobody laughed.
They simply understood.

Hours passed.
Witness statements.
Phone records.
Traffic cameras.
Receipts.
Vehicle logs.
Every lead dissolved.
Every answer became another question.

By late evening...
the office had emptied.
Only a handful of lights remained on.
Michael closed another folder.
"I hate cases like this."
Blue didn't answer.
Michael smiled tiredly.
"You know why?"
Silence.
"Because you're usually the one making me feel stupid."
Blue looked up.
"I'm serious."
"The Orchid Case."
Michael leaned back.
"I remember watching you solve it."
Blue sighed.
"Michael..."
"You walked into a room."
"You looked around for less than five minutes."
"And you asked one question nobody else thought to ask."
Blue looked away.
"That case ended because someone made a mistake."
He glanced at Daniel's letter.
"This one hasn't."
Michael followed his gaze.
"You really think whoever did this..."
"...planned all of it?"
Blue answered without hesitation.
"Every second."

The drive home felt longer than usual.
The streets of Morke glowed beneath warm amber streetlights.
Restaurants were busy.
Couples walked along the promenade.
Children chased one another through the park near the waterfront.
Blue slowed instinctively.
His daughter loved that park.
She had already claimed the tallest slide as her own.
He smiled.
Only for a moment.
Then he drove on.

The apartment smelled of garlic and butter.
His wife was cooking.
Their daughter sat cross-legged on the living room floor.
Half her colouring book was filled with impossible animals.
A purple elephant.
A green whale.
A bird wearing shoes.
She looked up the instant the door opened.
"Dad!"
She sprinted across the room and threw herself into him.
Blue caught her automatically.
The force of the hug almost made him lose balance.
"You know..."
he said with exaggerated effort,
"I think you're getting heavier."
"I'm growing."
"So am I."
She narrowed her eyes.
"No, you're growing sideways."
Blue stared at her in mock disbelief.
His wife laughed from the kitchen.
"I've been telling him that for years."
"Traitors."
Both girls laughed.
Blue laughed too.
He held his daughter a little tighter than usual.
Long enough for her to notice.
She leaned back slightly.
"Dad?"
"Hm?"
"You okay?"
Blue blinked.
He hadn't realized how tightly he was holding her.
He loosened his arms immediately.
"Of course."
"You sure?"
"I'm sure."
She studied him for another second.
Then smiled.
"Good."
And just like that...
she ran back to her colouring book.
Children recovered from worry much faster than adults.
Blue wished he still knew how.

Dinner was quieter than normal.
Not uncomfortable.
Just...
quieter.
His wife noticed.
She always noticed.
After clearing the dishes, she found him standing on the balcony again.
Looking toward the sea.
"You've adopted this balcony."
Blue smiled faintly.
"It doesn't ask questions."
She stood beside him.
"I will."
He laughed softly.
She waited.
"I keep thinking about him."
"Daniel?"
Blue nodded.
"He ate breakfast yesterday."
She looked at him.
"He probably complained about something."
"Maybe burnt toast."
"Maybe traffic."
"Maybe nothing at all."
Blue's voice became distant.
"He had absolutely no idea..."
"...that yesterday was the last ordinary day of his life."
The waves rolled gently onto the shore.
His wife slipped her hand into his.
"What scares you?"
Blue was quiet for a long time.
Finally...
"I've spent my career believing that every person leaves something behind."
"A mistake."
"A pattern."
"A weakness."
He looked out across the dark sea.
"This man..."
"...left a letter."
"And somehow..."
"...it feels like he took all the answers with him."
Neither of them spoke after that.
They didn't need to.
Below them, Morke continued to breathe.
The restaurants remained full.
Music drifted through the evening air.
The lighthouse completed another slow turn across the sea.
The island looked exactly as it had the day Blue arrived.
Beautiful.
Peaceful.
Completely unaware...
that something had already begun changing the people who called it home.

The sea had a way of pretending nothing bad had ever happened.
Its waves arrived with the same patient rhythm.
The same breeze carried the scent of salt through the streets.
The same children laughed along the shoreline.
As though the island had quietly agreed...
not to remember yesterday.
Blue wished people worked that way.

"I refuse."
His daughter folded both arms dramatically.
"I absolutely refuse."
Blue looked up from the driver's seat.
"To...?"
"Going to the beach."
His wife turned around from the passenger seat.
"You've been asking all week."
"I've changed."
"At nine?"
"I'm evolving."
Blue nodded thoughtfully.
"I was afraid this day would come."
She pointed toward the ice cream shop near the promenade.
"I'll only go..."
"...if evolution gets chocolate."
Blue sighed.
"There it is."
"The hidden agenda."
His wife smiled.
"I told you."
"It was never about the beach."

Ten minutes later...
the three of them walked barefoot across warm sand.
The afternoon sun rested gently above Morke.
Families scattered colourful umbrellas along the shoreline.
Teenagers played volleyball farther down the beach.
A group of elderly fishermen sat beneath a weathered wooden shelter, arguing loudly over whose story contained the biggest fish.
None of them seemed interested in winning.
They simply enjoyed arguing.
The ocean stretched endlessly toward the horizon, shimmering beneath the sunlight like thousands of scattered pieces of glass.
Blue stopped for a moment.
No matter how many times he looked at the sea...
it still felt impossible.
His wife slipped her hand into his.
"Penny for your thoughts?"
"I'm trying to decide whether the ocean ever gets bored."
She laughed.
"Looking at us?"
"Doing the same thing every day."
"The waves."
She looked toward the water.
"They probably wonder the same about us."

Their daughter had already run ahead.
She knelt near the waterline with a small red bucket she'd somehow convinced Blue to buy five minutes earlier.
"Dad!"
"What?"
"I need engineering assistance."
Blue walked over.
She pointed proudly at a mound of wet sand.
"I'm building Morke."
He looked around.
"It seems... smaller."
"It's under construction."
"Fair enough."
He knelt beside her.
"What does every great city need?"
She answered without hesitation.
"A castle."
"This is already a city."
"So?"
"So it needs a bigger castle."
Blue nodded solemnly.
"I have no objections."
Together they began shaping the sand.
Walls.
Tiny towers.
Crooked windows scratched with seashells.
His daughter frowned.
"It keeps falling."
Blue pressed another handful of wet sand into place.
"Maybe we're building it wrong."
"No."
She shook her head confidently.
"The sand's being difficult."
"Naturally."
"It doesn't understand architecture."

His wife watched from a beach towel a short distance away.
She smiled quietly.
Moments like these...
she wanted to keep forever.

The castle collapsed.
Completely.
His daughter stared at it.
Blue waited.
She sighed.
"I liked it."
"So did I."
Another pause.
She picked up the bucket again.
"Let's build another."
Blue blinked.
"Just like that?"
She looked genuinely confused.
"What else would we do?"
He smiled.
"I don't know."
"Be sad?"
She shrugged.
"It fell."
"So we make another one."
She began scooping sand without another thought.
Children possessed an extraordinary talent.
They mourned quickly.
Then they built again.
Adults...
weren't nearly as brave.

A football rolled toward Blue.
He stopped it with his foot.
A teenage boy waved apologetically.
"Sorry, sir!"
Blue kicked it back.
The boy caught it awkwardly.
His friends burst into laughter.
Blue found himself smiling.
For a brief moment...
the weight he'd carried all week became lighter.

"Dad!"
His daughter waved excitedly.
"Come see!"
She had dug a narrow trench around the second castle.
Blue crouched beside her.
"A moat?"
She nodded proudly.
"So the water can't destroy it."
Blue looked toward the sea.
"It'll find a way."
She smiled mischievously.
"Not if I make it think differently."
Blue raised an eyebrow.
"What does that mean?"
She pointed toward the trench.
"If the water thinks this is the castle..."
"...it'll go here first."
Blue looked at the trench.
Then at the castle.
Then back again.
His expression slowly changed.
His wife noticed immediately.
"What is it?"
Blue didn't answer.
He stared at the tiny moat.
The waves rolled gently toward it.
One wave entered the trench.
The castle remained untouched.
His daughter grinned triumphantly.
"See?"
"It attacked the wrong place."
Blue remained motionless.
His mind was no longer on the beach.
Daniel Mercer.
The temporary road barriers.
The redirected traffic.
Fifteen missing minutes.
He had been asking...
Where did the killer take Daniel?
Perhaps...
that wasn't the first question.
Perhaps the killer never wanted Daniel to disappear.
Perhaps...
he wanted everyone else to look somewhere else.
Blue stood abruptly.
His wife looked up.
"Blue?"
"I need to go."
His daughter blinked.
"But..."
She looked at the half-finished castle.
"You promised we'd finish Morke."
Blue looked down at her.
Then at the castle.
Guilt flashed across his face.
He knelt immediately.
"I'm sorry."
She smiled.
"It's okay."
"You can solve your mystery."
"I'll protect the city."
Blue laughed softly.
"I believe you."
He kissed the top of her head.
"I'll be back before sunset."
As he walked toward the parking lot, he turned once.
His daughter was already repairing another wall the tide had knocked down.
Completely absorbed.
Completely happy.
His wife looked up and caught his eye.
She smiled.
A small smile.
The kind that said,
Go.
I'll take care of everything here.
Blue smiled back.
Then hurried toward the car.
Behind him...
the waves continued arriving.
Again.
Again.
Again.
Unconcerned with castles.
Or detectives.
Or murder.
They simply came...
because that was what the sea had always done.
The apartment no longer looked like the place they had lived in for seven years.
The walls were bare.
Family photographs had disappeared.
The bookshelf stood empty except for a single children's drawing taped to its side.
Three suitcases rested beside the front door.
Tomorrow morning, they would leave Morke.
For the last time.
Blue stood at the bedroom doorway.
His daughter lay on her bed, hugging her stuffed rabbit.
She looked around her room one last time before turning towards him.
"Daddy..."
"Hmm?"
"Is this my last night sleeping in this room?"
Blue smiled softly and sat beside her.
"Yes."
She looked back at the ceiling.
"...I'm going to miss home."
For a moment...
Blue didn't answer.
He simply looked around the room.
The glow-in-the-dark stars she had stuck onto the ceiling.
The height markings on the wall they never painted over.
The tiny study table where she had learned to write her name.
He smiled.
"Home isn't this room."
She looked at him.
"It isn't?"
Blue gently tapped her nose.
"No."
He pointed at her.
"You're home."
He pointed towards the kitchen where his wife was still packing.
"Mummy is home."
Finally, he placed his hand over his own heart.
"And I'm home."
He smiled.
"As long as we're together..."
"...we'll never lose home."
She thought about it.
Then smiled.
"Okay."
She suddenly stretched both arms towards him.
"Tuck me in, Daddy."
"Tuck meeeee."
Blue laughed.
"Oh?"
"The Queen has spoken."
He pulled the blanket over her.
"There."
She wriggled.
"Tighter."
He sighed dramatically.
"So now I'm wrapping a burrito."
"A princess burrito."
She burst into laughter.
His wife looked inside the room.
"What are you two laughing about?"
"Apparently I'm no longer a father."
"I'm wrapping burritos."
His wife chuckled.
"I've always known."
Blue looked offended.
"You both bully me."
His daughter laughed even harder.
"Story time!"
"The bear story!"
Blue leaned against the headboard.
"The same one?"
"The same one."
"You already know it."
"I like your version."
He smiled.
"Alright."
He cleared his throat dramatically.
"Once upon a time..."
"...there was a small forest."
His daughter immediately interrupted.
"No!"
Blue blinked innocently.
"What?"
"The forest is hugeeeee."
"The trees are bigger than the forest."
Blue scratched his chin.
"You're right."
"My mistake."
"There was a very big forest."
She smiled proudly.
"Better."
"In that entire forest..."
"...there lived only three bears."
"Mama Bear."
"Papa Bear."
"And Baby Bear."
"What did they do?" she asked.
"They ate."
She blinked.
"That's all?"
"That's all."
"Every morning Papa Bear went into the forest."
"He collected leaves."
"He brought them home."
"Mama Bear cooked them."
"Then Baby Bear happily ate."
She frowned.
"Bears don't eat leaves."
Blue nodded seriously.
"These bears do."
"They're vegetarian."
His wife laughed from the doorway.
"I've heard this story a hundred times."
"And somehow they're still vegetarians."
Blue shrugged.
"They're committed."
His daughter giggled.
"Continue."
Blue smiled.
"One day..."
"...a fox came to their house."
His daughter immediately raised her hand.
"But you said there are only three bears."
Blue pointed at her.
"You..."
"...are determined to destroy every story I tell."
She grinned.
His wife entered carrying folded clothes.
"That little devil has the blood of Lucifer."
"Mummyyyy."
All three laughed.
Blue nodded.
"Fine."
"The bear family..."
"...and one fox..."
"...lived in the forest."
"Happy?"
She nodded enthusiastically.
Blue continued.
"The fox knocked."
"Papa Bear opened the door."
"The fox looked weak."
"It hadn't eaten in days."
"'Please,' said the fox."
"'May I have something to eat?'"
"Papa Bear didn't trust strangers."
"He told the fox to leave."
"But Mama Bear..."
"...had the kindest heart."
"She couldn't let someone remain hungry."
"So she invited the fox inside."
"She gave him food."
"The fox ate quietly."
"When he finished..."
"...he stood up."
"He smiled."
"He thanked Mama Bear."
"He thanked Papa Bear."
"He looked at Baby Bear..."
"...and smiled again."
Blue's eyes drifted toward the mirror opposite the bed.
His own reflection stared back.
Something...
felt wrong.
The smile on his face slowly disappeared.
The room fell silent.
Tick.
Tick.
Tick.
His wife looked up.
"Blue?"
No response.
His daughter tilted her head.
"Daddy?"
Blue couldn't move.
His breathing became shallow.
He couldn't take his eyes off the mirror.
His forehead slowly filled with sweat.
His wife took a step towards him.
"Blue?"
Ten seconds.
Nothing.
When he finally spoke...
his voice sounded different.
Lower.
Quieter.
Almost as though the story was no longer his.
"...The fox smiled..."
"...and said..."
"Thank you for feeding me."
A pause.
"One day..."
"...I'm going to eat the baby."
The little girl frowned.
"Daddy..."
Blue continued.
Still staring into the mirror.
"I'll rip the bones from her body."
"I'll taste the warmth of her flesh."
"I won't kill her."
"Not yet."
His wife's face changed.
"Blue."
Nothing.
"I'll bite her arms first."
"Then her lips."
"Then I'll wait."
"I'll listen to her cry for both of you."
The daughter slowly pulled the blanket over herself.
"Daddy..."
"I'm scared."
Blue didn't hear.
"While she begs you to save her..."
"...you'll stand there."
"...and watch."
"...because hope dies slower than flesh."
"Blue!"
His wife grabbed his shoulder.
Nothing.
She shook him harder.
"BLUE!"
Still nothing.
"ENOUGH!"
The word exploded through the room.
Blue blinked.
The mirror was just a mirror again.
He looked around in confusion.
His daughter was crying beneath the blanket.
His wife stood in front of him.
Breathing heavily.
Blue looked at both of them.
"...What happened?"
His wife stared.
"What happened?"
"You tell me."
Blue frowned.
"I..."
He looked towards the mirror.
"I only remember..."
"...looking there."
His voice trembled.
"I could see you."
"I could see her."
"But..."
He swallowed.
"I wasn't there."
His wife looked confused.
"What do you mean?"
"I couldn't see myself."
"I could see both of you."
"But..."
"...I wasn't sitting beside her."
His breathing became uneven.
"That scared me."
The room remained silent.
His wife gently took his hand.
"You're exhausted."
"You've packed all day."
"You haven't slept."
"And you've been carrying Daniel Mercer's case in your head for weeks."
She squeezed his hand.
"Tomorrow..."
"We leave."
"Leave the case behind too."
Blue nodded slowly.
He looked towards the blanket.
Only a tiny frightened pair of eyes looked back at him.
"...I'm sorry."
No reply.
His wife gently switched off the bedroom light.
"Come."
"Let's let her sleep."
Blue stood up.
Before leaving the room...
he looked at the mirror one last time.
This time...
his reflection looked exactly like him.
He wasn't relieved.
Blue woke before sunrise.
For a few seconds...
he simply stared at the ceiling.
The events of last night slowly returned.
His daughter's frightened eyes.
His wife's trembling voice.
The mirror.
He rubbed both hands across his face.
"Just tired."
He repeated the words his wife had said.
Again.
And again.
He wanted to believe them.

By evening, after spending the day helping the movers finish the paperwork, his wife stood beside the dining table, car keys spinning around her finger.
"I'm kidnapping both of you."
Blue looked up from the newspaper.
"Should I call the police?"
"You are the police."
"Then this is awkward."
She smiled.
"No arguments."
"We're eating outside."
His daughter jumped off the sofa.
"Restaurant!"
Blue looked at both of them.
"I don't really—"
"No."
His wife interrupted.
"You're coming."
He sighed.
"I've lost voting rights in this family."
"You never had them."

The restaurant overlooked the sea.
It wasn't expensive.
It wasn't fancy.
It was simply...
their place.
The owner smiled the moment they entered.
"The usual table?"
Blue smiled politely.
"If it's free."
"It always is for you."
His daughter ran ahead.
"I want the window!"
Blue pulled the chair out for her.
"There you go."
She climbed onto it triumphantly.
"I'm queen."
His wife smiled.
"Again?"
Blue shrugged.
"I've accepted the monarchy."

A waiter walked over.
"Good evening, sir."
Blue nodded.
"Good evening."
Menus were placed on the table.
His daughter closed hers immediately.
"I already know."
Blue laughed.
"You order the same thing every time."
"Because it's perfect."
His wife smiled.
"I wish life were that simple."

They ordered.
Food arrived.
The restaurant buzzed with conversations.
Plates clinked.
Children laughed.
Someone celebrated a birthday two tables away.
For the first time in days...
Blue felt...
lighter.
His daughter picked up a french fry.
"Dad."
"Hm?"
"Tomorrow..."
"...can we stop at the park before we leave?"
Blue smiled.
"Of course."
She grinned.
"I want to say goodbye."
Blue nodded.
"So do I."

The waiter returned carrying another basket of bread.
"Fresh out of the oven, sir."
Blue smiled politely.
"Thank you."
The waiter walked away.
Blue reached for a piece.
His daughter asked,
"Dad..."
"Can I have some?"
Blue looked at her.
"What?"
She repeated herself.
The readers would hear:
"Can I have some?"
Blue heard:
"You're leaving me."
His hand stopped halfway.
"...What?"
His daughter frowned.
"The bread."
Blue blinked.
"Oh."
He forced a smile.
"Of course."
He handed it to her.
She smiled.
"Thank you."

His wife poured water into his glass.
"You've barely eaten."
Blue looked at her.
Readers would hear:
"You've barely eaten."
Blue heard:
"You don't belong here anymore."
His fingers tightened around the fork.
His wife noticed.
"Blue?"
He stared at her.
"What did you say?"
She looked confused.
"I asked why you weren't eating."
Blue looked down.
"...Nothing."

The birthday table erupted into applause.
Someone began singing.
His daughter laughed.
"I love birthdays."
Blue smiled.
"So do I."
She looked at him.
Readers would hear:
"Will you be home for my next birthday?"
Blue heard:
"Will you still be here?"
His smile disappeared.
"What?"
His daughter giggled.
"I said..."
Readers would hear:
"Will you be home?"
Blue heard:
"Promise you won't disappear."

The room felt...
quieter.
Not silent.
Just...
farther away.
The birthday song became muffled.
The clinking of cutlery echoed strangely.
Voices stretched.
As though the entire restaurant had moved underwater.
Blue rubbed his temples.
His wife leaned forward.
"You alright?"
Readers would hear exactly that.
Blue heard:
"How much longer are you pretending?"
His breathing slowed.
He looked around.
Everyone was eating.
Talking.
Laughing.
Perfectly normal.

A child ran past their table.
Readers would hear:
"I'm sorry!"
Blue heard:
"You're too late."

A waitress dropped a spoon.
Readers would hear:
"Oh!"
Blue heard:
"Again."

Blue closed his eyes.
You're tired.
You're imagining things.
When he opened them again...
everything was normal.
He exhaled slowly.
His daughter smiled.
"See?"
"We made you come."
Blue laughed weakly.
"You did."

The waiter returned.
"Dessert?"
Readers would hear:
"Would anyone like dessert?"
Blue heard:
"You're the only one still pretending."
Blue froze.
The waiter smiled politely.
"Sir?"
Blue slowly stood.
His chair scraped loudly against the floor.
Every conversation stopped.
The restaurant fell silent.
His wife looked up.
"Blue?"
Readers would hear exactly that.
Blue heard:
"Why won't you leave?"
He looked around.
Every customer had turned towards him.
No anger.
No confusion.
Only...
pity.
As though they had been expecting this.
His daughter reached for his hand.
Readers would hear:
"Daddy?"
Blue heard:
"Please stop coming back."
His heart began pounding.
"No..."
He whispered.
"No..."
His wife stood.
"Blue."
Readers would hear:
"Blue."
Blue heard:
"You're alone."
His breathing became frantic.
He looked at his daughter.
She was still reaching for him.
Readers would see a frightened little girl.
Blue...
couldn't hear her anymore.
Only one sentence.
From every direction.
Softly.
Calmly.
Repeated by dozens of voices.
"You're alone."
Again.
"You're alone."
Again.
"You're alone."
Again.
"You're alone."
Blue covered his ears.
"Stop..."
Nobody in the restaurant understood what was happening.
His wife grabbed both his shoulders.
"Blue!"
Everything vanished.

Blue sat upright in bed.
His chest heaved violently.
The room was dark.
The bedside clock read:
3:17 A.M.
His wife woke instantly.
"Blue?"
He looked around.
Their bedroom.
The packed boxes.
The familiar curtains.
Everything was real.
His wife reached for his hand.
"Another nightmare?"
Blue nodded.
Unable to speak.
She squeezed his hand gently.
"It's okay."
He looked at her.
Then quietly asked,
"...What did you just say?"
She frowned.
"I said..."
"It's okay."
Blue stared at her for a long time.
Just making sure...
those were really the words she'd spoken.
Outside...
the sea continued breathing beneath the moonlight.
Inside...
Blue didn't sleep again.

Blue reached the station before dawn.
The nightmare hadn't left him.
His wife's words echoed in his head.
"It's okay."
He had replayed them throughout the drive.
Not because they comforted him.
Because he wanted to make sure...
those were the words she had actually spoken.
His phone vibrated again.
Michael.
"I'm outside."
Blue simply replied,
"I'm here."

The station was unusually quiet.
Nobody joked.
Nobody carried coffee.
Nobody complained about the hour.
They had all recognized the expression on Blue's face when he walked in.
He hadn't slept.
Michael walked beside him.
"You look terrible."
Blue gave a faint smile.
"I've looked worse."
"I've never seen it."
Blue didn't reply.
Michael hesitated.
"I almost didn't call you."
Blue looked at him.
"What?"
"You've been through enough this week."
Blue buttoned his coat.
"And because of that..."
"...you thought I'd stay home while another family waits for an answer?"
Michael sighed.
"I knew you'd say that."

The drive took forty-three minutes.
The rain had begun sometime before sunrise.
Not heavy.
Just enough to blur the windshield.
The highway stretched endlessly ahead.
Police vehicles were already parked along the shoulder.
Blue immediately noticed something.
The scene felt...
organized.
Too organized.
As though someone had arranged every detail before leaving.
Yellow tape fluttered violently in the wind.
Forensics moved methodically.
Nobody spoke above a whisper.

Harris approached.
"Morning, sir."
Blue looked at him.
"It isn't."
Harris nodded.
"No, sir."

"The victim?"
"Male."
"Forty-six."
"School principal."
"Name?"
"Samuel Rhodes."
Blue closed his notebook.
"Show me."

The body lay beneath a lonely rain-soaked tree several metres away from the highway.
Not dumped.
Placed.
Almost...
presented.
Blue crouched beside it.
Just like Daniel.
No signs of struggle.
No defensive wounds.
His clothes were clean.
His face...
peaceful.
As though death had arrived politely.
Blue removed his gloves from his pocket.
"Forensics?"
"Nothing."
"Again."
"Toxicology?"
"Pending."
"Witnesses?"
"None."
"CCTV?"
Michael answered.
"Nearest camera stopped recording twelve minutes before estimated time of death."
Blue looked at him.
"Hardware failure?"
"We're checking."
Blue nodded slowly.
Twelve minutes.
Not fifteen.
Different.
But deliberate.

"The letter?"
Harris silently pointed.
Samuel's right hand rested against his chest.
Between his fingers...
another folded page.
Blue stared at it.
Not with curiosity.
With disappointment.
He had hoped...
there wouldn't be another.
He carefully unfolded the paper.
The handwriting was different.
Sharper.
More hurried.
Yet undeniably written by Samuel himself.
Blue began reading.

If you're reading this...
...I'm already gone.
I don't remember deciding to write this.
I only remember finding the paper.
Every morning...
it was somewhere else.
On my desk.
Beside my bed.
Inside my classroom.
I kept throwing it away.
It always came back.
Blank.
Waiting.
Yesterday...
words appeared.
Not all at once.
One sentence.
Then another.
They looked like mine.
They sounded like mine.
I don't remember writing them.
I tried burning this page.
The fire went out.
I tried tearing it apart.
This morning...
it was whole again.
Maybe none of this is real.
Maybe I'm sick.
Maybe someone wants me to believe I'm sick.
I don't know anymore.
If anyone tells you I was afraid...
they're wrong.
Fear ended three days ago.
What came after fear...
doesn't have a name.
I have one question.
If these are my words...
...who has been reading them before me?

Nobody spoke.
The rain landed softly on the paper.
Blue read the final question again.
Then folded the letter.
Michael finally broke the silence.
"The same pattern."
Blue nodded.
"No."
Michael looked confused.
"What?"
Blue looked back at Samuel.
"The same intention."
"...Different pattern."
Michael frowned.
Blue continued quietly.
"Daniel believed something followed him."
"Samuel believed something wrote through him."
He slipped the letter into an evidence sleeve.
"Different fears."
"Different experiences."
"The killer isn't repeating himself."
"He's adapting."

Blue walked away from the body.
Toward the highway.
Cars continued passing.
People on their way to work.
Completely unaware that only metres away...
another life had ended.
Michael caught up.
"You think they're connected?"
Blue didn't answer immediately.
Instead...
he looked back at the crime scene.
Then at the endless highway disappearing into rain.
Finally he spoke.
"This wasn't meant to kill Samuel."
Michael frowned.
"What?"
Blue's eyes never left the road.
"It was meant..."
"...to make me read that letter."
Michael felt a chill run down his spine.
Blue rarely spoke without certainty.
"And if I'm right..."
Blue's voice became quieter.
"...he already knows..."
"...I'll be standing exactly where he wants me."
The rain grew heavier.
For the first time...
Blue felt as though he wasn't investigating the killer anymore.
He was following instructions.
And somewhere...
someone was patiently waiting...
to see whether he would obey.

Blue didn't tell his wife about the dream.
He couldn't.
Because the moment he tried remembering it...
it slipped away.
Only a feeling remained.
A feeling that he had been searching for something.
Or someone.
For a very long time.

The morning sun filtered through the half-packed curtains.
His wife was already awake.
She stood in the kitchen making coffee, humming softly to herself.
His daughter sat on the floor surrounded by cardboard boxes.
Instead of playing with toys...
she was drawing on them with coloured markers.
"What are you doing?" Blue asked.
She looked up.
"I'm helping."
"Helping?"
She nodded proudly.
"So the boxes don't feel lonely."
Blue smiled.
"Do boxes get lonely?"
"They're leaving home too."
His smile lingered for a second longer than it should have.
"Maybe they do."
His wife placed a cup beside him.
"You slept?"
"A little."
She didn't believe him.
Neither did he.

The station was unusually busy.
Three murders in less than two weeks had changed the atmosphere.
Phones rang constantly.
Detectives moved faster.
Nobody laughed anymore.
Blue stood before the evidence wall.
Daniel Mercer.
Samuel Rhodes.
Aaron Ellis.
Three faces.
Three letters.
Three impossible fears.
Michael walked in carrying fresh reports.
"Forensics came back."
Blue didn't turn.
"Anything?"
"No."
Blue nodded.
"I expected that."
Michael looked at him.
"You always expect the impossible."
Blue smiled faintly.
"It saves disappointment."

The meeting lasted forty minutes.
No witnesses.
No fingerprints.
No DNA.
No surveillance.
Nothing.
Someone at the back finally asked,
"So what exactly are we chasing?"
Silence.
Blue stood.
Walked towards the photographs.
Looked at each victim.
Slowly.
"They aren't connected."
Confused looks filled the room.
One detective frowned.
"Sir?"
Blue continued.
"They're different ages."
He pointed at Daniel.
"Teacher."
Samuel.
"Principal."
Aaron.
"Priest."
"They lived in different neighbourhoods."
"They had different routines."
"They had different families."
"They never met."
"So stop trying to connect them."
The room became quieter.
Blue turned towards everyone.
"The victims aren't connected."
He paused.
"Their fears are."
Nobody spoke.
Blue picked up the three letters.
"Read them again."
"They aren't confessions."
"They aren't suicide notes."
"They're records."
"Each victim writes about one thing."
"Not death."
"...Fear."
He laid the letters side by side.
"Daniel believed something followed him."
"Samuel believed something was writing through him."
"Aaron believed something was praying with his own voice."
Blue looked around the room.
"The killer never repeats himself."
"He learns."
"He watches."
"And then..."
"...he gives people the one thing they cannot survive."
Silence.
"What is that?" Harris finally asked.
Blue answered almost immediately.
"Themselves."
Nobody understood.
Blue wasn't sure he did either.

The meeting ended.
Detectives returned to work.
Michael remained.
Blue was still staring at the evidence wall.
"You alright?"
Blue nodded absentmindedly.
"Hm."
"You didn't answer."
"I know."
Michael walked beside him.
"When was the last time you slept properly?"
Blue smiled.
"I don't remember."
Michael laughed.
"I asked a serious question."
"So did I."
Michael's smile faded.

That evening...
Blue drove home alone.
The radio remained off.
Traffic crawled through the city.
A little girl crossed the road holding her father's hand.
Blue watched them disappear into a supermarket.
For reasons he couldn't explain...
he smiled.
Then...
his smile vanished.
He suddenly couldn't remember...
what his daughter's laugh sounded like.
He frowned.
No.
That wasn't possible.
He heard it every day.
He closed his eyes for just a second.
Nothing.
He tried harder.
Still nothing.
His heartbeat quickened.
The traffic behind him honked.
Blue jerked forward.
The light had turned green.
He drove.
Trying again.
Trying to remember.
Nothing.
A cold wave spread through his chest.
By the time he reached home...
he opened the front door before even removing his shoes.
His daughter came running.
"Daddyyyy!"
She wrapped her arms around his waist.
Blue froze.
There it was.
Her laugh.
Clear.
Bright.
Alive.
Relief flooded through him so suddenly that he almost laughed.
His wife noticed.
"What happened?"
Blue looked at his daughter.
"...Nothing."
He knelt.
Held her shoulders gently.
She smiled.
"What?"
Blue simply looked at her.
As though he was making sure...
he would remember this moment forever.

That night...
he lay awake.
His wife had already fallen asleep.
The room was silent.
Except...
he wasn't listening to the silence.
He was listening...
for laughter.
Terrified...
that one day...
he might not remember it again.
Eventually...
sleep claimed him.

The phone rang at 5:12 a.m.
Blue was already awake.
He had been staring at the ceiling for almost an hour.
When the screen lit up—
Michael.
Blue answered before it completed the first ring.
"...Where?"
Michael was silent for a second.
Then quietly replied,
"We found another one."
Blue closed his eyes.
"Location?"
"Old Brimstone Water Treatment Plant."
"I'll be there."
The call ended.
His wife, still half asleep, opened her eyes.
"Another one?"
Blue nodded while putting on his coat.
"I'm sorry."
She sat up.
"You don't have to apologise to me."
Blue looked at her.
"I promised her we'd have breakfast together."
His wife forced a smile.
"You still can."
Blue knew he couldn't.
He walked into his daughter's room.
She was asleep.
The stuffed rabbit rested beneath her arm.
Blue carefully moved a strand of hair away from her face.
"I'll make it up to you."
She didn't hear him.
He wished she had.

The abandoned water treatment plant stood at the edge of Morke.
Concrete.
Rust.
Silence.
Rainwater dripped through broken pipes.
Every footstep echoed.
Police lights painted the walls blue and red.
Michael waited near the entrance.
"You came fast."
Blue looked at him.
"I was awake."
Michael didn't ask why.

The body sat against an enormous filtration tank.
Almost peacefully.
A woman.
Late thirties.
Hands resting neatly on her lap.
Eyes closed.
As though she had simply fallen asleep.
Blue crouched beside her.
"No signs of struggle."
"Forensics confirmed it," Harris replied.
"No bruising."
"No restraint marks."
"No defensive wounds."
Blue nodded.
"The letter?"
Harris handed him an evidence bag.
"Same place."
"Inside her coat pocket."
Blue carefully unfolded it.
The paper was damp.
The handwriting trembled.

My name is Evelyn Cross.
If you are reading this...
then I have finally forgotten.
It started twelve days ago.
My husband's face became unfamiliar.
I knew I loved him.
I simply couldn't remember why.
Then...
I forgot my mother's voice.
I listened to recordings.
They sounded like strangers.
Yesterday...
I forgot my own laugh.
I tried laughing again.
It sounded borrowed.
This morning...
I looked at myself in the mirror.
I recognised the woman.
But I couldn't remember being her.
I don't think something is taking my memories.
I think...
...someone is replacing them.
If you still remember the people you love...
don't waste today.
Tomorrow...
you may remember their names.
But not why your heart once chose them.

Nobody spoke.
Blue read the last paragraph again.
Then once more.
His fingers tightened around the paper.
Michael noticed.
"What is it?"
Blue remained still.
"...Nothing."
He folded the letter carefully.
Too carefully.
As though afraid it would fall apart.

Blue stood and walked away from the body.
Toward the enormous rusted tanks.
Rainwater dripped rhythmically.
Tick.
Tick.
Tick.
He looked up.
Rows of abandoned windows overlooked the plant.
Empty.
Yet...
he felt watched.
He turned.
Nobody.
Only detectives moving around the scene.

Michael joined him.
"You found something."
Blue shook his head.
"No."
"You only go quiet when you've found something."
Blue smiled faintly.
"You know me too well."
"So?"
Blue looked back at Evelyn.
"Every victim experienced something different."
Michael nodded.
"We know that."
"No."
Blue corrected gently.
"We've been saying that."
He looked at the three evidence folders in his hands.
"Daniel feared pursuit."
"Samuel feared losing control."
"Aaron feared hearing himself."
"Now Evelyn feared forgetting."
Michael frowned.
"They're all psychological."
Blue slowly nodded.
"But that's not what's important."
"What is?"
Blue looked toward the body.
"The killer never tells them what to fear."
"He discovers what they already fear."
Silence.
Michael's expression changed.
Blue continued.
"He doesn't create nightmares."
"He walks into the ones they're already living."
The words lingered.
Even Blue seemed disturbed by his own conclusion.

They returned to the temporary command tent.
The four letters were placed side by side.
Blue pinned photographs above each one.
He stepped back.
Studied them.
No maps.
No strings.
No complicated theories.
Only faces.
Only words.
Michael watched him think.
Blue suddenly reached forward.
He moved Evelyn's photograph beside Daniel's.
Then stopped.
"No..."
He whispered.
He returned it.
For a moment...
it looked as though he'd forgotten why he'd moved it.
Michael noticed.
Blue didn't.

"Coffee?"
Michael asked.
Blue blinked.
"What?"
"I asked if you wanted coffee."
Blue looked embarrassed.
"...Yeah."
Michael left.
Blue remained staring at the board.
After a few seconds...
he quietly whispered to himself,
"They're not writing to us..."
"...they're writing to someone else."

Michael returned carrying two cups.
Blue hadn't moved.
Michael handed him one.
Blue accepted it absent-mindedly.
Without looking.
Without thanking him.
Michael simply stood beside him.
Watching.
Not the evidence.
His friend.
Blue looked older than he had a week ago.
His shoulders had begun to slump.
The sharpness in his eyes had started to disappear between moments of brilliance.
For the first time...
Michael wasn't worried about the investigation.
He was worried about Blue.
Very quietly, almost to himself, he said,
"...When this is over..."
"...I'm making you take a vacation."
Blue smiled.
A genuine one.
"I'll complain the entire time."
"I know."
They stood together in silence.
Neither of them realised...
that someone had already begun watching them long before this morning.
And neither of them knew...
the next nightmare would be far more dangerous than the murders themselves.

The investigation room had become Blue's second home.
Coffee cups.
Case files.
Photographs.
Maps.
Three letters.
Three victims.
Three lives reduced to paper.
The rest of the station slowly emptied as evening settled over Morke.
One by one...
the detectives went home.
Except Blue.
And Michael.

Blue stood before the evidence wall.
His sleeves were rolled up.
A marker rested between his fingers.
He had covered the whiteboard with timelines.
Dates.
Locations.
Victim profiles.
Psychological histories.
Medical records.
Family trees.
Everything.
Yet...
nothing connected.
He stared at the board for nearly five minutes without moving.
Michael quietly entered carrying two coffees.
"I figured you forgot."
Blue looked at him.
"...Forgot what?"
"To eat."
Blue smiled faintly.
"Again?"
Michael placed a sandwich beside him.
"Again."
Blue looked at it.
Then back at the board.
"I'll eat."
"You said that yesterday."
"I did."
"And the day before."
Blue chuckled softly.
"I'll surprise you one day."
"I sincerely hope so."

Silence returned.
Michael watched Blue work.
He had seen him solve impossible cases before.
This looked different.
Usually...
Blue searched for evidence.
Tonight...
it felt like the evidence was searching for him.

Blue suddenly walked towards Daniel Mercer's photograph.
He removed it.
Placed it beside Evelyn Cross.
Then Samuel.
Then Aaron.
He stepped back.
"No..."
He whispered.
Again he rearranged them.
Again...
"No."
Michael folded his arms.
"What are you looking for?"
Blue didn't answer immediately.
Instead, he pinned all four letters side by side.
He read them again.
Slowly.
His lips barely moved.
Then...
he smiled.
A small smile.
The kind Michael hadn't seen in days.
"I've been asking the wrong question."
Michael straightened.
"What?"
Blue looked at him.
"I've been asking..."
'Why these people?'
He shook his head.
"That's wrong."
He picked up a marker.
Wrote a single word on the board.
WHY NOW?
Michael stared.
Blue circled it.
"The victims don't matter."
"The timing does."

He began writing dates beneath every victim.
Daniel.
Samuel.
Aaron.
Evelyn.
He stared.
Then suddenly...
crossed out every occupation.
Every address.
Every age.
Every family detail.
Michael frowned.
"What are you doing?"
"Removing noise."
Blue answered.
"The killer wants us to look at the victims."
"So I'm pretending they don't exist."
Michael smiled.
"Only you would say something like that."
Blue ignored him.
He stared only at the dates now.
Nothing else.
Minutes passed.
Then...
his eyes widened.
"...Michael."
"What?"
"The letters."
Michael picked them up.
"What about them?"
Blue pointed.
"Read only the first sentence."
Michael obeyed.
"My name is Daniel Mercer."
"My name is Samuel Rhodes."
"My name is Aaron Ellis."
"My name is Evelyn Cross."
He looked up.
"I don't see it."
Blue nodded.
"You won't."
"Read only the last sentence."
Michael did.
His expression remained unchanged.
"...Still nothing."
Blue took the letters.
Placed them on the table.
"Exactly."
Michael frowned.
"What exactly?"
Blue looked at him.
"They don't end the same."
"They don't begin the same."
"They don't even describe the same experiences."
He paused.
"So why..."
"...do they all feel identical?"
Silence.
Michael hadn't thought about that.
Blue continued.
"The language changes."
"The fear changes."
"The victims change."
"But..."
He tapped the letters gently.
"...the emotion never does."
Michael thought for a moment.
"...Hopelessness."
Blue smiled.
"Exactly."
"The killer doesn't kill people."
"He removes the possibility..."
"...that tomorrow can be better."
The room fell silent.
Even Michael felt something shift.
Not in the case.
In the killer.
For the first time...
he wasn't reading about a murderer.
He was beginning to understand one.

Blue walked toward the window.
Outside...
night had covered the city.
He spoke without turning around.
"Daniel believed he'd never escape."
"Samuel believed his own mind wasn't his."
"Aaron believed his prayers belonged to something else."
"Evelyn believed she'd forget everyone she loved."
He closed his eyes.
"The fear is different."
"The destination isn't."
Michael quietly asked,
"And what's that?"
Blue answered almost immediately.
"...Acceptance."
"They all stop fighting."
"They all surrender."
He turned around.
"The letters aren't confessions."
"They're surrender."

Michael stared at him.
"...You're frighteningly good at this."
Blue laughed quietly.
"I wish I wasn't."

His phone vibrated.
His wife.
Blue smiled as he answered.
"Hey."
"Daddy!"
His daughter's voice exploded through the speaker.
Blue instinctively smiled wider.
"Someone stole Mummy's phone."
"I did."
"What crime are we committing today?"
"Giggle theft."
Blue laughed.
Michael smiled to himself and pretended not to listen.
"Daddy..."
"When are you coming home?"
Blue checked the clock.
Nine forty-three.
"...Soon."
"You promised we'd watch the stars."
Blue's smile faded for just a fraction of a second.
"I know."
"You always keep your promises."
The words landed harder than she intended.
Blue looked at the evidence wall.
Then at the clock.
Then closed his eyes.
"I'll be home."
"You promise?"
"...I promise."
She laughed.
"Love you."
Blue's voice softened.
"I love you too."
The call ended.

Michael walked over.
"You should go."
Blue nodded.
"I should."
"But..."
He looked back at the wall.
"...I'm close."
Michael gently removed the marker from Blue's hand.
"It'll still be there tomorrow."
Blue looked at the board one last time.
The photographs.
The letters.
The names.
He switched off the investigation room lights.
The board disappeared into darkness.
Neither man noticed...
one sentence still visible beneath the moonlight coming through the window.
Written in Blue's handwriting.
A sentence neither of them remembered writing.
HE ISN'T CHOOSING THEM.
Blue locked the room.
They walked away together.
The sentence remained behind.
Waiting.
Blue reached home just after ten.
The house was dark.
Only the living room lamp remained on.
His wife had fallen asleep on the couch with a book resting against her chest.
The television was muted.
Some old black-and-white movie played silently.
Blue smiled.
He carefully removed the book from her hands.
She stirred.
"...You're late."
"I know."
"You promised someone."
Blue looked toward the hallway leading to his daughter's room.
"I did."
His wife looked at him for a long moment.
Then smiled weakly.
"She waited."
His chest tightened.
"Did she?"
"Until she couldn't."
Blue lowered his head.
"...I'm sorry."
His wife stood up and gently cupped his face.
"Not to me."
"To her."
Blue nodded.
"I will."

He slowly opened his daughter's bedroom door.
Moonlight spilled across the room.
She was asleep.
The stuffed rabbit rested beneath her chin.
One tiny hand still held the curtain open.
She had tried to stay awake.
Waiting for him.
Blue sat beside the bed.
"I'm sorry."
He whispered it more to himself than to her.
He gently kissed her forehead.
"I'll make it up to you."
She shifted slightly in her sleep.
"...Daddy..."
The word escaped unconsciously.
Blue smiled through wet eyes.
Then quietly left the room.

Sleep didn't come easily.
When it finally did...
it arrived without warning.

Blue stood outside his own house.
Everything looked normal.
The porch light glowed warmly.
The curtains were open.
Laughter drifted through the windows.
His daughter's laughter.
He smiled.
Then reached for the front door.
His hand passed straight through the handle.
Blue frowned.
He tried again.
This time...
the door opened by itself.

Inside...
the smell of dinner filled the house.
His wife stood in the kitchen.
His daughter sat at the dining table swinging her legs.
Blue smiled.
"I'm home."
Nobody answered.
He walked closer.
"I'm home."
Nothing.
His daughter laughed at something.
But not at him.
She was looking...
past him.
Blue turned.
Footsteps.
Another man entered through the front door.
Blue froze.
It was him.
The same height.
The same face.
The same tired eyes.
The other Blue placed his keys in the bowl near the entrance.
His wife smiled immediately.
"There you are."
His daughter jumped off her chair.
"Daddy!"
She ran into the other Blue's arms.
He lifted her effortlessly.
"I missed you."
"I missed you more!"
Blue stared.
"No..."
He stepped forward.
"I'm here."
Nobody reacted.
His wife kissed the other Blue on the cheek.
"Dinner's getting cold."
The other Blue laughed.
"I'll wash up."
Blue stood between them.
"Can you hear me?"
Nothing.
He grabbed the dining chair.
His hand passed through it.
His breathing quickened.
"No..."
He reached for his daughter.
His fingers slipped through her shoulder as though she were made of smoke.
She continued laughing.
Completely unaware.
Blue stumbled backwards.
"What is this?"
The family sat together.
Talking.
Laughing.
Eating.
The other Blue looked happy.
Healthier.
Present.
Everything Blue hadn't been for weeks.
His wife looked across the table.
"I've missed this."
"So have I."
The other Blue replied.
Blue shook his head violently.
"No."
"No..."
"That's me."
His daughter looked at the other Blue.
"Daddy?"
"Hmm?"
"You'll always come home, right?"
The other Blue smiled.
"I'll always find my way home."
Blue felt something inside him crack.
He screamed.
"I'M RIGHT HERE!"
The laughter continued.
His voice didn't exist.

The lights flickered.
Once.
Twice.
The family vanished.
The dining table disappeared.
The walls dissolved into darkness.
Only Blue remained.
Standing alone.
A single dining chair faced him.
Empty.
A voice emerged from somewhere behind him.
Calm.
Almost compassionate.
"Someone always leaves first."
Blue slowly turned.
Nobody.
The voice continued.
"Sometimes..."
"...they leave while they're still standing beside you."
Another pause.
"The cruel part..."
"...is that no one notices."
The darkness seemed to breathe.
Blue couldn't move.
His own heartbeat echoed around him.
Then...
another voice.
His daughter's.
Soft.
Almost too far away to hear.
"Daddy..."
Blue spun around.
"Where are you?"
Silence.
Then—
"Daddy..."
Closer.
"I'm here!"
Nothing.
One last time.
Very quietly.
"...Who are you?"

Blue jolted awake.
His entire body lurched forward.
He couldn't breathe.
His shirt clung to his skin.
His heartbeat pounded against his ribs.
Beside him, his wife sat upright.
"Blue!"
She grabbed his arm.
"Look at me."
He didn't.
His eyes searched the room wildly.
The wardrobe.
The window.
The bedroom door.
The mirror.
Everything was where it should be.
His wife gently held his face.
"Blue."
He finally looked at her.
Tears had already begun rolling down his cheeks.
She had never seen him cry like this.
"What happened?"
Blue opened his mouth.
Nothing came out.
His lips trembled.
Finally...
he whispered,
"...Promise me something."
She nodded immediately.
"Anything."
"If..."
He swallowed.
"If one day..."
"...I stop feeling like me..."
Another pause.
"...don't let her see it."
His wife's expression changed.
"Blue..."
He looked toward his daughter's closed bedroom door.
"She deserves..."
"...to remember her father."
Not...
"...whatever I'm becoming."
His wife pulled him into her arms.
For the first time in years...
Blue didn't hold himself together.
He broke.
Completely.
Outside...
the first rays of dawn touched Morke.
Inside...
the nightmare refused to leave.
Blue reached the station before sunrise.
The coffee in his hand had already gone cold.
He didn't remember buying it.
He stared at the paper cup for a moment.
Then quietly placed it in the trash.
Still full.

The station was strangely quiet.
Nobody wanted to be the first to speak anymore.
Every phone call now carried the possibility of another body.
Every silence carried something worse.
Expectation.
Blue walked into the investigation room.
The evidence wall greeted him.
Four faces.
Four letters.
Four nightmares.
He stood motionless.
Michael entered a few seconds later.
"You came early."
Blue kept staring at the board.
"I never left."
Michael looked around.
"...What?"
Blue blinked.
"What?"
"You said you never left."
Blue frowned.
"I did?"
Michael nodded.
Blue looked genuinely confused.
"...I went home."
"You did."
Another silence.
Michael forced a smile.
"Forget it."
Blue nodded slowly.
But he couldn't remember saying it.

At 8:17 a.m.
The phone rang.
Every detective in the room stopped moving.
Harris answered.
Nobody spoke.
Everyone watched his face.
Harris slowly lowered the receiver.
"...Another body."
The room became still.
Blue picked up his coat.
"Location?"
"North Railway Freight Yard."
Michael grabbed the car keys.
"I'm driving."
Blue didn't argue.

The freight yard had been abandoned for years.
Rusted cargo containers stood like silent buildings.
The morning fog drifted between them.
Police tape fluttered gently.
No reporters had arrived yet.
Only the sound of distant trains.
Blue stepped beneath the tape.
For a moment...
he stopped walking.
The scene felt...
familiar.
Not because he'd been here.
Because somehow...
he felt he'd already seen it.
Michael noticed.
"You okay?"
Blue nodded.
"...Yeah."
He wasn't.

The victim lay inside an empty cargo container.
A man.
Around fifty.
Well dressed.
Shoes polished.
Hands folded across his stomach.
No injuries.
No blood.
Only...
peace.
Almost too much peace.
The forensic photographer lowered his camera.
"I've never seen anything like this."
Blue knelt.
His eyes stopped on the man's left hand.
Another folded letter.
He carefully removed it.
The paper crackled softly.

My name is Nathan Cole.
For twenty-seven years...
I waited.
I waited for promotions.
I waited for weekends.
I waited for retirement.
I waited for life to begin.
Then one evening...
someone asked me a question.
"What if this was your life?"
I laughed.
I told myself I'd travel next year.
I'd call my son next week.
I'd tell my wife I loved her tomorrow morning.
Tomorrow became another tomorrow.
Then another.
Until...
I realised...
I had spent my entire life...
waiting for a day that never existed.
Whoever you are...
If someone is still waiting for your phone call...
Don't make them wait longer than I did.

Nobody spoke.
Even the officers nearby had gone quiet.
Blue lowered the letter slowly.
His eyes lingered on the final sentence.
"Don't make them wait..."
His daughter...
waiting by the window.
His wife...
waiting on the couch.
The promise.
The stars.
His fingers tightened around the page.

Michael gently broke the silence.
"What do you think?"
Blue didn't answer.
He looked around the container.
His gaze moved across the walls.
The floor.
The ceiling.
Then...
he quietly said,
"...He wasn't afraid."
Michael looked at him.
"What?"
Blue held up the letter.
"Daniel feared being followed."
"Samuel feared losing himself."
"Aaron feared hearing himself."
"Evelyn feared forgetting."
He looked back at Nathan.
"...Nathan feared wasting his life."
Michael nodded.
"That's his fear."
Blue shook his head.
"No."
A pause.
"When we arrived..."
"...his face wasn't frightened."
"It was..."
Blue searched for the word.
"...regret."
Silence.
Blue looked at the body again.
"The killer didn't make him fear death."
"He made him understand..."
"...he had never really lived."
Those words settled over the freight yard like the morning fog.
Even Harris looked away.

The forensic examiner approached.
"Detective."
Blue turned.
"We've got something."
He pointed toward the victim's wristwatch.
"It stopped."
Blue leaned closer.
The watch had frozen.
7:41
Michael frowned.
"Impact?"
The examiner shook his head.
"No damage."
"Battery?"
"Working."
Blue carefully lifted the wrist.
The second hand remained still.
Tick.
Nothing.
He looked closer.
The crown hadn't been pulled.
The mechanism was intact.
It simply...
stopped.
Blue stared at it for several seconds.
Then quietly whispered,
"...Time."
Michael looked at him.
"What?"
Blue slowly stood.
"Every victim writes about fear."
He looked at Nathan.
"This one writes about time."
Another thought crossed his mind.
Fast.
Sharp.
Dangerous.
He turned toward Michael.
"What time did dispatch receive the call?"
Michael checked his notebook.
"Seven fifty-eight."
Blue looked back at the watch.
7:41.
Seventeen minutes.
He didn't know why...
but those seventeen minutes suddenly felt important.
Very important.

As the forensic team continued working, Blue walked away from the container.
He leaned against a rusted freight carriage.
Closed his eyes.
His head pounded.
Fragments.
The hunter.
The empty dining table.
His daughter asking—
"You'll always come home, right?"
Nathan's letter.
"Don't make them wait."
Everything began overlapping.
He pressed his fingers against his temples.
Breathe.
Just breathe.
Michael approached quietly.
Without saying a word...
he handed Blue a bottle of water.
Blue accepted it.
Their eyes met.
"You don't look good."
Blue forced a smile.
"I've looked worse."
Michael didn't smile back.
"No."
He said softly.
"You haven't."
Blue looked away.
For the first time...
he couldn't argue.
As Michael watched his friend standing alone beside the abandoned train, one thought surfaced that he immediately hated himself for having.
Not that Blue was guilty.
Not that Blue was hiding something.
Only this—
Whatever was happening to Blue... it was getting worse.
And for the first time...
Michael wasn't sure he knew how to save him.

The investigation room had changed.
It no longer resembled an office.
It resembled an obsession.
The whiteboard had disappeared beneath photographs, newspaper clippings, maps, timelines, psychological reports and four handwritten letters.
Somewhere beneath the layers...
there was still a whiteboard.
Nobody had seen it in days.

Blue stood in front of it.
Silent.
Motionless.
Michael walked in carrying breakfast.
"You missed dinner."
Blue didn't respond.
Michael placed the paper bag on the table.
"You'll miss this too."
Still nothing.
Michael looked at the evidence wall.
"You've been standing there long?"
Blue answered without taking his eyes off the photographs.
"I don't know."

Harris entered carrying another folder.
"Background checks."
Blue finally turned.
"Anything?"
"Nothing connects them."
Blue took the folder.
Daniel Mercer.
Teacher.
Samuel Rhodes.
Principal.
Aaron Ellis.
Priest.
Nathan Cole.
Financial Consultant.
Different childhoods.
Different schools.
Different income.
Different neighbourhoods.
Different lives.
Blue closed the file.
"No."
Michael frowned.
"What?"
"We're asking the wrong questions."

Blue picked up a marker.
He crossed out every occupation.
Every address.
Every educational qualification.
Every salary.
Every social connection.
Within seconds...
the board looked empty.
Harris frowned.
"You've just erased three weeks of work."
Blue nodded.
"It wasn't work."
"It was noise."

He slowly wrote four questions.
WHO?
WHY?
WHEN?
HOW?
He stared at them.
Then...
without hesitation...
he crossed out the first three.
Only one remained.
HOW?
Michael folded his arms.
"You've stopped caring who the killer is?"
Blue looked at him.
"No."
"I've stopped believing we'll find him by chasing people."
Silence.
Blue continued.
"If someone walked into this room and told us the killer's name..."
"...we'd still have no idea how he's doing it."
Nobody spoke.
For the first time...
everyone realised he was right.

Blue walked toward the letters.
He placed them side by side.
"Forget the victims."
"Forget the murders."
"Forget the bodies."
He tapped the first letter.
"What happened before this was written?"
Silence.
He tapped the second.
"What happened before this?"
The third.
"The fourth."
He looked around the room.
"Every investigation begins with the body."
He shook his head.
"Our investigation should begin..."
"...forty-eight hours earlier."
The room fell silent.
Michael looked up.
"...Why forty-eight?"
Blue paused.
He didn't know.
The number had simply escaped his mouth.
He frowned.
"...I don't know."
Harris looked confused.
"You just guessed?"
Blue didn't answer.
Because...
he wasn't sure he had.

Michael slowly walked toward the timeline.
He began reading every witness statement again.
Quietly.
Patiently.
Blue returned to the letters.
Minutes passed.
Only pages turning.
Pens scratching.
Coffee cooling.

Then—
Michael stopped.
"...Blue."
Blue looked up.
"What?"
Michael didn't answer immediately.
He pulled Daniel Mercer's witness statement from the file.
"Listen to this."
He read aloud.
"Mr. Mercer failed to report to work for two days before his body was discovered."
Blue's eyes narrowed.
Michael grabbed Samuel's file.
"Neighbours state Mr. Rhodes hadn't been seen for approximately two days."
Aaron.
"Father Ellis cancelled all appointments forty-eight hours before death."
Nathan.
"Last confirmed contact occurred two days before discovery."
Silence.
Nobody moved.
Blue slowly looked at the evidence wall.
Then back at the reports.
Then...
at Michael.
Neither man spoke.
Neither needed to.
Harris quietly broke the silence.
"...That's impossible."

Blue walked toward the board.
His breathing slowed.
His heartbeat didn't.
He drew a straight line beneath every victim.
Then wrote the same words beneath all four.
48 HOURS
He stared at them.
Four identical entries.
Four different people.
Four different horrors.
One identical window.

Michael stepped beside him.
"So..."
"...whatever happens..."
"...starts forty-eight hours before they're found."
Blue nodded slowly.
"No."
Michael frowned.
Blue looked at him.
"It ends forty-eight hours later."
The room became quiet again.
Blue continued.
"We've been treating these letters as the beginning."
He lifted Nathan Cole's letter.
"They're not."
"They're the final page."
He looked at every detective in the room.
"We're investigating endings."
He placed the letter back down.
"We need to find the beginning."

Nobody spoke for several seconds.
Then Harris asked the obvious question.
"So..."
"...what happens during those forty-eight hours?"
Blue looked at him.
For the first time since the investigation began...
he didn't have an answer.
"I don't know."
A pause.
"But whatever it is..."
"...it's invisible."

The room suddenly felt smaller.
The evidence board...
larger.
The silence...
heavier.
Michael slowly looked at the photographs again.
Four ordinary people.
Four ordinary lives.
Each one had lived through the same invisible forty-eight hours.
None had asked for help.
None had escaped.
None had survived.

Blue quietly picked up his notebook.
On a blank page, he wrote only one sentence.
Find the first hour.
He closed the notebook.
Looked at Michael.
"We've spent weeks chasing dead people."
Another pause.
"It's time..."
"...we start chasing the living."
Neither of them noticed...
taped to the bottom corner of Nathan Cole's photograph...
was a tiny receipt the forensic team had bagged with his belongings.
The words printed across the top had gone completely unnoticed.
Until now.
Blue's eyes drifted toward it.
He frowned.
"...Michael."
Michael looked over.
"What?"
Blue walked toward the board.
Removed the receipt from beneath the photograph.
His expression slowly changed.
"What is it?"
Blue read the faded print once.
Then again.
Very quietly...
he whispered,
"...This changes everything."
The receipt had been printed at 9:47 a.m.
Forty-three minutes before Nathan Cole's body was discovered.
It was ordinary.
A bottle of water.
One packet of mints.
Cashless payment.
Nothing else.
Except...
it wasn't Nathan's usual route.

Blue looked up from the receipt.
"Where is this?"
Michael checked the address.
"Harper's Fuel Station."
Blue frowned.
"Twenty kilometres outside the city."
Nathan lived in the opposite direction.
"He had no reason to be there."
Blue folded the receipt and slipped it into his pocket.
"Let's find out why."

The drive was quiet.
Rain clouds gathered overhead.
Michael drove.
Blue stared out of the passenger window.
Every passing tree looked the same.
Every kilometre marker...
felt strangely familiar.
He rubbed his eyes.
"Didn't we pass this already?"
Michael glanced outside.
"No."
Blue nodded.
"...Right."

Harper's Fuel Station looked forgotten.
Four fuel pumps.
A small convenience store.
An old coffee machine humming in the corner.
A faded bell rang as Blue pushed the door open.
An elderly man behind the counter looked up.
"Morning."
Blue showed his badge.
"Detective Blue."
The old man nodded.
"What happened?"
Blue placed Nathan Cole's photograph on the counter.
"Have you seen him?"
The man adjusted his glasses.
He stared at the photograph for several seconds.
Then slowly nodded.
"Yeah."
"I remember him."
Blue and Michael exchanged a glance.
"When?"
"Couple of days ago."
Blue slid the receipt forward.
"This purchase?"
The old man looked at it.
"That's mine."
Blue leaned forward.
"What do you remember?"

The old man scratched his beard.
"He looked..."
He searched for the word.
"...Lost."
Michael asked,
"Was he travelling?"
"He never said."
"Did he seem frightened?"
The old man shook his head.
"No."
"He seemed..."
Another pause.
"...Tired."

Blue waited.
The old man continued.
"He bought water."
"Opened it."
"Took one sip."
"Then just..."
"...sat outside."
"For how long?"
"Close to two hours."
Michael frowned.
"He just sat there?"
The old man nodded.
"Didn't touch the water again."
Blue asked,
"Was anyone with him?"
"No."
"Did anyone approach him?"
"No."
The old man hesitated.
"Although..."
Blue immediately noticed.
"What?"
"He kept talking."
Michael asked,
"On the phone?"
The man shook his head.
"There wasn't one."
Blue felt his pulse quicken.
"What was he saying?"
"I couldn't hear most of it."
"But every now and then..."
"...he'd look toward the empty road..."
"...and repeat the same sentence."
Blue's voice became quieter.
"What sentence?"
The old man looked directly at him.
"Please don't leave me alone."
Silence.



The words settled heavily inside the small store.

Blue walked outside.
The bench was still there.
Old.
Weathered.
The bottle of water Nathan had purchased had long since been discarded.
Only the bench remained.
Blue sat where Nathan had sat.
The highway stretched endlessly ahead.
Empty.
Michael stood beside him.
"What are you thinking?"
Blue didn't answer.
His eyes stayed fixed on the road.
"Someone spent forty-eight hours convincing Nathan..."
"...that being alone..."
"...was worse than dying."
Michael looked down.
"You think the others went through the same thing?"
Blue nodded slowly.
"Different fears."
"Same process."
He looked back toward the fuel station.
"The letters aren't describing what happened."
"They're describing..."
"...what survived."

The old man stepped outside carrying a small cardboard box.
"I almost forgot."
Blue stood.
"Forgot what?"
"You said he was dead."
Blue nodded.
The old man handed him the box.
"He left this behind."
Inside...
there was only the unopened packet of mints.
And a folded napkin.
Blue carefully unfolded it.
It wasn't another letter.
Just one sentence.
Written hastily in blue ink.
"If I keep driving, he'll follow. If I stop driving, he'll catch me."
Blue stared at the words.
Michael looked over his shoulder.
"Who's 'he'?"
Blue folded the napkin.
"I don't know."
He looked back at the empty highway.
For reasons he couldn't explain...
his chest tightened.
The road.
The silence.
The endless stretch disappearing into the horizon.
It reminded him of something.
Something he couldn't remember.

As they walked back to the car, Michael spoke quietly.
"We finally have a witness."
Blue nodded.
"And our first glimpse..."
"...of the forty-eight hours."
He looked at the napkin in his hand.
It wasn't evidence of a killer.
It was evidence of a mind...
falling apart.
Neither detective realised...
that before another sunrise...
Blue would experience that same terror himself.
The drive back to Morke was silent.
Neither Blue nor Michael spoke.
The napkin rested on the dashboard.
If I keep driving, he'll follow.
If I stop driving, he'll catch me.
Blue had read it at least twenty times.
Each time...
it sounded less like fear...
and more like certainty.

Back at the station...
the investigation room was alive.
Detectives moved with purpose.
Phones rang.
Printers hummed.
For the first time since the first murder...
everyone had something to chase.
Michael walked straight to the evidence board.
"I want every victim's movements during those forty-eight hours."
Harris nodded.
"We're already pulling bank records."
"I'll need phone locations too."
"They're on the way."
Blue stood near the window.
Watching.
Listening.
Thinking.
He wasn't looking for evidence anymore.
He was trying to understand...
what could make four completely different people...
believe they were already dead.

An hour later...
Michael returned carrying four folders.
"I think we've got something."
Blue turned.
"What?"
Michael spread the folders across the table.
"Daniel."
He pointed.
"No activity for nearly two days."
"Samuel."
"Never left home."
"Aaron."
"Cancelled every appointment."
"Nathan."
"Drove almost four hundred kilometres for no reason."
Blue slowly nodded.
"They all isolated themselves."
Michael looked at him.
"Exactly."
"They disappeared..."
"...before they died."

Blue walked to the board.
He wrote one sentence beneath every victim's photograph.
Isolation begins.
Then...
beneath it...
another.
Reality deteriorates.
Nobody interrupted him.
He continued writing.
Fear becomes certainty.
Finally...
one last line.
Death.
He stepped back.
The room remained silent.
Michael quietly said,
"So the murders don't begin with violence."
Blue nodded.
"They begin with loneliness."

The station phone rang.
Nobody reacted immediately.
It had become a sound everyone hated.
Harris answered.
His expression changed within seconds.
He slowly covered the receiver.
"...Blue."
Blue looked over.
"What?"
"They've found someone."
The room froze.
"Alive?"
Harris nodded.
"Barely."

Twenty minutes later...
Blue and Michael arrived at St. Jude's General Hospital.
A young man sat alone inside an observation room.
Early twenties.
Eyes fixed on the floor.
Hands trembling.
A nurse quietly approached Blue.
"He hasn't spoken in almost six hours."
"What happened?"
"He walked into the emergency entrance."
"Covered in mud."
"Completely dehydrated."
"He kept looking behind him."
Michael asked,
"Did he say anything?"
The nurse nodded.
"Only one sentence."
Blue's heartbeat quickened.
"What was it?"
She hesitated.
Then softly replied—
"I'm running out of time."

Blue entered the room alone.
The young man didn't look up.
Blue sat opposite him.
"My name is Blue."
No response.
"I'm a detective."
Nothing.
Blue waited.
Sometimes...
silence was more useful than questions.
Nearly a minute passed.
Finally...
the young man whispered,
"...He knows you're here."
Blue leaned forward.
"Who?"
No answer.
Blue tried again.
"What's your name?"
Very quietly...
the young man replied,
"...Ethan."
"Ethan..."
Blue kept his voice calm.
"Can you tell me what's happening?"
Ethan slowly lifted his head.
His eyes were bloodshot.
He looked as though he hadn't slept in days.
Then...
he asked a question.
One that made Blue's blood run cold.
"What day is it?"
Blue frowned.
"Tuesday."
Ethan closed his eyes.
"...Then I have one day left."

Blue and Michael exchanged a glance.
One day.
Forty-eight hours.
Blue asked gently,
"When did this start?"
Ethan answered almost immediately.
"...Yesterday morning."
Blue felt something click.
This wasn't another victim.
This was the first person they'd found...
inside the forty-eight hours.
Still alive.
Still reachable.

Blue leaned forward.
"Ethan..."
"Listen to me."
"We're going to help you."
Ethan slowly smiled.
It wasn't relief.
It was pity.
He looked directly into Blue's eyes.
"You can't."
Blue didn't move.
"Why not?"
Ethan's lips trembled.
Then he whispered—
"Because he's already talking to you too."
Silence.
Michael looked at Blue.
Blue remained perfectly still.
His face betrayed nothing.
Only his eyes changed.
Almost imperceptibly.
As if, for a fraction of a second...
he wondered whether Ethan was right.
Outside the observation room...
the monitor above Ethan's bed emitted its steady rhythm.
Beep.
Beep.
Beep.
Inside...
for the first time in the investigation...
the detectives weren't looking at a letter.
They were looking at someone...
who hadn't reached the end of his story yet.
The observation room remained silent.
Ethan hadn't moved.
Neither had Blue.
The air between them felt heavier than before.
Not because of what Ethan had said...
but because of how he had said it.
Not frightened.
Certain.

Blue pulled his chair closer.
"Ethan..."
"I need you to listen carefully."
"You still have time."
Ethan smiled faintly.
"No."
"You think I do."
Blue kept his voice calm.
"When did it begin?"
Ethan looked at the ceiling.
"...Yesterday morning."
"What happened?"
"I woke up."
"Then?"
"I wasn't alone anymore."
Blue remained expressionless.
"What do you mean?"
Ethan slowly looked back at him.
"I don't know."
"I never saw him."
"I just..."
"...started knowing where he was."

Michael quietly began recording the interview.
Blue noticed.
He nodded once.
Continue.

"What happened after yesterday morning?"
Ethan swallowed.
"I went to work."
"I lasted twenty minutes."
"Why?"
"I couldn't concentrate."
"On what?"
"He kept standing behind people."
Blue frowned.
"Who?"
"...Him."

Blue waited.
Silence often brought more truth than another question.
It did.

"I drove home."
"I locked every door."
"I switched on every light."
"I called my sister."
Blue looked up.
"What did she say?"
Ethan stared blankly.
"I don't know."
"I don't remember the conversation."
"I only remember..."
"...checking behind her while she was talking."

Michael glanced at Blue.
This matched Nathan.
Isolation.
Hypervigilance.
Sleep deprivation.
The pattern had begun.

Blue continued.
"Did you leave home again?"
Ethan nodded.
"This morning."
"Why?"
"I couldn't stay there."
"So you came to the hospital."
"No."
"I drove."
"Where?"
"I don't know."
"I just kept driving."
Blue's heartbeat slowed.
His nightmare.
The highway.
He said nothing.

"I stopped three times."
Ethan continued.
"Every time..."
"...I thought he was in the back seat."
Michael quietly asked,
"Did you actually see anyone?"
Ethan looked at him.
"No."
"I stopped because..."
"...I knew if I looked..."
"...he'd be there."

Blue leaned back.
He understood now.
The fear wasn't visual.
It was anticipation.
The victims weren't seeing monsters.
They were waiting for them.

A doctor entered quietly.
"Detective?"
Blue stood.
"How is he?"
The doctor lowered his voice.
"Physically?"
"He's exhausted."
"Dehydrated."
"No drugs."
"No alcohol."
"No neurological abnormalities."
Blue frowned.
"And psychologically?"
The doctor hesitated.
"I've never seen anything like it."
"What do you mean?"
"He knows where he is."
"He knows his name."
"He knows today's date."
"So?"
The doctor looked toward Ethan through the glass.
"He's completely rational..."
"...except for one belief."

"What belief?"
The doctor answered almost apologetically.
"He believes he'll be dead tomorrow."

Blue thanked him.
The doctor walked away.
Michael folded his arms.
"So what now?"
Blue looked through the observation window.
"We keep him alive."

Back inside...
Blue sat opposite Ethan once more.
"I've spoken to the doctors."
"They're going to keep you here tonight."
Ethan laughed softly.
"It won't matter."
"It will."
"No."
"It won't."
Blue remained patient.
"Why?"
Ethan looked directly into his eyes.
"Because he doesn't come for you."
A pause.
"He waits..."
"...until you come to him."

Those words stayed with Blue.
He couldn't explain why.
But they stayed.

That evening...
two uniformed officers were posted outside Ethan's room.
Every entrance to the ward was monitored.
Nobody entered without permission.
Nobody left unnoticed.
Blue personally signed the protection order.
As he finished the paperwork...
Michael walked over.
"You think it'll work?"
Blue looked through the glass.
Ethan sat exactly where they'd left him.
Head lowered.
Hands folded.
Waiting.
"I don't know."
Michael nodded.
"That's the first time I've heard you say that."
Blue smiled weakly.
"It won't be the last."

Blue checked his watch.
7:12 p.m.
Twenty-four hours.
If Ethan was right...
they had exactly one day.
One day to stop something...
they still didn't understand.

As Blue prepared to leave the hospital, Ethan suddenly called out.
"Detective."
Blue turned.
Ethan hadn't looked up.
His eyes remained fixed on the floor.
"Yes?"
After several seconds...
Ethan quietly asked,
"When was the last time..."
"...you slept without dreaming?"
Blue froze.
The corridor fell silent.
Michael slowly turned toward him.
Blue didn't answer.
Because he couldn't remember.
Ethan gave a faint, defeated smile.
"I thought so."
Blue stood motionless.
For the first time...
he wasn't looking at a victim.
He was looking...
at his own future.

By sunrise...
Ethan had become the most important man in Morke.
Not because of who he was.
Because he was the first person...
who hadn't died.

The conference room was full.
Detectives.
Forensics.
Psychologists.
Hospital administration.
Even the Police Commissioner had arrived.
No one sat comfortably.
Blue stood before the evidence board.
For the first time...
there wasn't a photograph with a black ribbon.
There was only one name.
ETHAN WALKER
Alive.
For now.

Blue placed both hands on the table.
"We're done reacting."
Silence.
"We know what happens."
"Forty-eight hours."
"We know the progression."
"Isolation."
"Sleep deprivation."
"Psychological collapse."
"Death."
He looked around the room.
"So..."
"...we interrupt it."

A psychologist raised a concern.
"You believe this is psychological?"
Blue answered honestly.
"I don't know."
"But if it is..."
"...he doesn't spend another second alone."
The room nodded.

The plan was simple.
Simple enough to work.
Simple enough to fail.

Ethan would remain inside St. Jude's.
Twenty-four-hour surveillance.
Two detectives outside the room.
One inside.
No mirrors.
No sharp objects.
No medication unless approved.
No visitors except police and medical staff.
Every conversation recorded.
Every hour documented.
Every minute accounted for.

The Commissioner looked at Blue.
"You really think someone will come for him?"
Blue shook his head.
"No."
"I think..."
"...whatever's happening..."
"...has already come."

Michael volunteered immediately.
"I'll stay the first shift."
Blue looked at him.
"You've been awake for almost thirty hours."
"I'll manage."
Blue didn't argue.
He simply nodded.

Three hours later...
Room 214.
Ethan hadn't moved.
He sat by the window.
Watching rain gather on the glass.
Michael sat opposite him.
Reading through witness statements.
Occasionally looking up.
Making sure Ethan was still there.

"Detective?"
Michael lowered the file.
"Yeah?"
Ethan pointed toward the window.
"That man..."
Michael looked outside.
The hospital courtyard was empty.
"What man?"
Ethan kept staring.
"The one standing under the tree."
Michael saw nothing.
He walked closer.
Still nothing.
When he looked back...
Ethan wasn't frightened.
He looked...
disappointed.
"He left."
Michael quietly wrote something in his notebook.
Patient reports seeing unidentified male.

At noon...
Blue arrived.
Michael immediately stood.
"You should see this."
He handed Blue the notebook.
Blue read every observation.
No aggression.
No hallucinations involving voices.
No loss of identity.
Only...
the persistent belief...
that someone was nearby.
Always nearby.

Blue entered the room.
Ethan smiled faintly.
"You came back."
"I said I would."
"You shouldn't have."
Blue pulled up a chair.
"Why?"
Ethan looked out the window again.
"Because now..."
"...he knows your face."
Blue's expression didn't change.
He simply asked,
"Who?"
Ethan answered exactly as before.
"I don't know."

Blue remained seated for almost an hour.
He didn't interrogate.
He talked.
About ordinary things.
Coffee.
Rain.
Football.
The city.
Anything to keep Ethan anchored.
Slowly...
Ethan began responding.
Not much.
But enough.
For the first time since entering the hospital...
he laughed.
Just once.
Michael noticed from outside the room.
He smiled to himself.
Maybe Blue was right.
Maybe keeping him connected...
was enough.

That evening...
Blue prepared to leave.
He stood beside Ethan's bed.
"I'll be back in the morning."
Ethan nodded.
Blue reached the door.
"Detective."
Blue turned.
Ethan spoke without looking at him.
"Can I ask you something?"
"Of course."
Ethan was silent for several seconds.
Then asked quietly,
"When you leave this room..."
"...how do you know you're still you?"
Blue frowned.
"I don't understand."
Ethan finally looked at him.
His eyes were calm.
Too calm.
"What if..."
"...someone else walks out..."
"...and you stay behind?"
Blue didn't answer.
Because...
for a fraction of a second...
the question didn't sound impossible.

Blue left the room.
The door clicked shut.
Michael looked at him.
"You okay?"
Blue stared through the observation glass.
Ethan sat exactly where he had been.
Looking at the rain.
"I don't know."
Michael followed Blue's gaze.
"He seems calmer."
Blue nodded slowly.
"He does."
A long silence.
Then Blue spoke almost to himself.
"...That's what scares me."
Michael turned.
"What?"
Blue kept watching Ethan.
"The others..."
"...they all stopped fighting before they died."
Neither man said another word.
Outside...
the rain continued.
Inside Room 214...
Ethan closed his eyes.
As if he had finally accepted something.
And for the first time since the investigation began...
Blue felt something far more dangerous than fear.
He felt...
hope.
Blue couldn't sleep.
Not because of the nightmares.
Because Ethan had smiled.
That smile haunted him more than any dream.
It wasn't relief.
It was acceptance.
As though Ethan already knew something...
the rest of them hadn't understood yet.

2:13 A.M.
Blue stood alone in the kitchen.
A cup of coffee sat untouched beside him.
The house was silent.
His wife slept upstairs.
His daughter too.
He opened his notebook.
One page.
One sentence.
Find the first hour.
He stared at it.
Then closed the notebook.
It wasn't the first hour anymore.
He had missed it.

His phone vibrated.
Michael.
Blue answered immediately.
"Tell me."
Michael didn't speak.
Blue could hear hospital monitors in the background.
Footsteps.
Voices.
Then—
"...He's gone."
Blue's grip tightened.
"What?"
"Ethan."
Blue's heartbeat stopped.
"What do you mean gone?"
"I mean..."
"...he disappeared."

Seven minutes later...
Blue arrived at St. Jude's.
Police vehicles surrounded the entrance.
Officers rushed through corridors.
Room 214 stood open.
The bed was empty.
Michael was waiting outside.
Blue walked straight past him.
He searched the room himself.
Bathroom.
Closet.
Under the bed.
Nothing.
Nothing.
Nothing.

Blue turned.
"Explain."
Michael looked exhausted.
"I went to get coffee."
"You left him alone?"
"For less than two minutes."
"The officer outside?"
"He never saw anyone enter."
"The cameras?"
"We're checking."
Blue said nothing.
Michael continued.
"When I came back..."
"...the room was empty."

Blue looked around.
No broken window.
No forced exit.
No struggle.
The heart monitor still beeped steadily.
The blanket remained folded.
Even the glass of water Ethan had been drinking from...
was still half full.
It looked less like someone had escaped...
and more like...
they had simply ceased to exist.

A young constable hurried down the corridor.
"Sir!"
Blue turned.
"We found him."

Hospital rooftop.
Cold wind.
Grey clouds.
Officers stood silently behind the safety barrier.
Nobody crossed it.
Nobody needed to.
Blue walked forward alone.
Ethan sat on the edge.
Feet hanging over the side.
Looking across Morke.
He didn't turn around.
"I knew you'd come."
Blue stopped several metres away.
"Ethan."
No response.
"Step away from the edge."
Ethan smiled.
"I can't."
"You can."
"No."
"...I can't."

Blue slowly moved closer.
"I'm not going to let you die."
Ethan laughed softly.
"You still think..."
"...that's your choice."

Blue was close enough now.
Another step.
Maybe two.
He could reach him.
"Ethan."
"Look at me."
Ethan finally turned.
His face was peaceful.
Almost happy.
"I remembered."
Blue frowned.
"Remembered what?"
Ethan looked directly into his eyes.
"...The fox."
Blue froze.
The wind seemed to disappear.
"What did you say?"
"The fox."
Blue's mouth went dry.
"Who told you that story?"
Ethan tilted his head.
"What story?"
"You just said—"
"I know."
Ethan interrupted gently.
"I remembered..."
"...the fox."

Blue took another step.
"Ethan..."
"Come here."
Ethan slowly shook his head.
"You don't understand."
Blue kept his voice steady.
"Help me understand."
Ethan's smile faded.
Very quietly...
he asked,
"Detective..."
"...when did the fox enter the house?"
Blue stared at him.
His mind raced.
His daughter.
The bedroom.
The bedtime story.
His wife.
The mirror.
The words...
One day I am going to eat the baby...
His breathing became uneven.
Ethan continued.
"He didn't break in."
Another pause.
"They let him in."
Blue's eyes widened.
"No..."
Ethan nodded once.
"...Exactly."

Blue lunged forward.
"Ethan!"
At that exact moment...
Ethan leaned backward.
There was no scream.
No struggle.
Only silence.
Blue caught nothing but air.
His fingers closed on emptiness.
Below...
the sound arrived several seconds later.
A sickening thud.
The rooftop became deathly still.

Blue remained frozen.
His arm still stretched over the edge.
Unable to move.
Unable to breathe.
Michael reached him first.
He pulled Blue backward.
"Blue!"
Blue didn't react.
His eyes remained fixed on the place where Ethan had disappeared.
Then...
without warning...
fragments crashed into his mind.
His daughter asking,
"Daddy... story time?"
The fox.
The letters.
The mirror.
Nathan's note.
"Please don't leave me alone."
The highway.
"Forty-eight hours."
Ethan's final question.
"When did the fox enter the house?"
Blue slowly looked down at his own trembling hands.
His lips parted.
Barely moving.
Almost whispering to himself. A tear rolled down his cheek.
"...He never forced the door. The fox was always inside and.. and.."
Then, with the last certainty he had left...
he whispered,
"...I was the fox, Does that mean.. I .. my daughter… oh no"


























CHAPTER - 2

The scratching of a fountain pen gently echoed through the quiet house.
Morning sunlight slipped through the half-open wooden windows, painting long golden lines across an old oak desk. Resting on it was a leather-bound journal whose edges had long surrendered to time. Every page carried the weight of years—thoughts written on joyful mornings, sorrowful nights and countless ordinary days in between.
Andrew adjusted his spectacles.
His wrinkled fingers rested on the page for a brief moment before the pen moved again.
"Death is an ocean of nothingness."
He stopped.
Outside, birds argued over crumbs scattered across the courtyard. Somewhere in the neighborhood, a bicycle bell rang twice before fading into the distance.
Andrew smiled faintly and continued.
"Every wave that kisses the shore quietly takes someone away."
The ink settled.
He looked out of the window.
The city of Morke was slowly waking up.
Shopkeepers lifted their shutters.
Children chased each other toward school.
The aroma of fresh bread drifted in from the bakery across the street.
Life always began the same way.
As though death had forgotten the city existed.
He lowered his eyes back to the journal.
"Those left behind can do little..."
His pen hesitated.
"...except wait..."
Another pause.
"...and watch for their turn."
He gently closed the journal.
Not with sadness.
With acceptance.
Silence returned.
Until—
The front door burst open.
"Andrew!"
The old man closed his eyes.
"...And there he is."
Rapid footsteps thundered through the hallway.
A moment later, Oliver appeared at the study door wearing a navy suit, tie hanging loosely around his neck, hair still wet from the shower.
He leaned against the doorframe, breathing heavily.
"I have an emergency."
Andrew looked at him over his spectacles.
"You say that every morning."
"It is an emergency."
Andrew folded his newspaper.
"What caught fire today?"
Oliver pointed at his own neck.
"My tie."
Andrew stared.
"My tie has declared independence."
Andrew blinked once.
"It refuses to cooperate."
Without saying a word, Andrew stood up.
Oliver grinned victoriously.
"Knew you'd surrender."
Andrew walked toward him, gently took the crooked tie from his hands and began fixing it with practiced ease.
"You are the Chief Executive Officer of a company."
"Mhm."
"You negotiate contracts worth millions."
"Mhm."
"You can dismantle a watch and rebuild it."
"Mhm."
"You still cannot tie a tie."
Oliver nodded proudly.
"I specialize."
Andrew sighed.
"I noticed."
Oliver smiled like a child being scolded.
"You know, if you keep doing this, I'll never learn."
Andrew straightened the knot perfectly.
"I am counting on it."
Oliver laughed.
"There it is."
"What?"
"That was a joke."
"It was not."
"It absolutely was."
"It absolutely was not."
Oliver placed a dramatic hand over his heart.
"I've been raising a comedian all these years."
Andrew looked at him.
"You've been raising yourself."
Oliver gasped.
"That one hurt."
Andrew picked up the journal and placed it carefully inside a drawer before locking it.
Oliver noticed.
"You still won't let me read it?"
"No."
"What if you're secretly writing recipes?"
"I'm not."
"What if it's your autobiography?"
"It isn't."
"What if you're writing about me?"
Andrew looked at him for a long second.
"I am."
Oliver froze.
"...Really?"
Andrew reached for his walking stick.
"No."
Oliver sighed dramatically.
"You enjoy disappointing me."
"I enjoy protecting future generations."
Oliver chuckled as they stepped into the hallway.
The house smelled of toasted bread and freshly brewed coffee.
As they passed the family photographs lining the wall, Oliver stopped before one frame.
It showed a much younger Andrew standing beside a teenage Oliver, whose shirt was untucked and whose smile looked exactly the same.
Oliver tilted the frame slightly.
"I still think I looked handsome."
"You looked lost."
"I was fourteen."
"You were fourteen and trying to wear two different shoes."
Oliver looked down.
"...I remember that."
"You insisted it was fashion."
"It almost became fashion."
Andrew walked ahead.
Oliver followed, smiling to himself.
As they reached the dining room, Andrew pulled out a chair.
Oliver collapsed into it with theatrical exhaustion.
"I haven't even reached the office and I'm already tired."
Andrew poured him a cup of coffee.
"You've done nothing."
"I got dressed."
Andrew placed the cup before him.
"With assistance."
Oliver looked up innocently.
"That's called delegation."
For the first time that morning...
Andrew laughed.
Not loudly.
Just enough for the corners of his eyes to wrinkle.
Oliver smiled.
Mission accomplished.
Outside, beyond the windows of the quiet house, Morke continued another ordinary morning...
unaware that somewhere in the city...
another page had already begun turning.

The aroma of butter melting over hot toast filled the dining room.
Andrew stood beside the stove, carefully flipping an omelette with the precision of a surgeon.
Oliver sat at the table in complete silence.
Andrew frowned.
He slowly turned around.
Oliver was staring at the breakfast.
Not eating.
Just... staring.
Andrew narrowed his eyes.
"...What's wrong?"
Oliver sighed deeply.
"I don't think it likes me."
Andrew looked at the omelette.
Then at Oliver.
"The omelette?"
"It has been staring at me for the past thirty seconds."
"It has no eyes."
"It doesn't need them."
Andrew turned back to the stove.
"You should visit a doctor."
"I am."
Andrew looked over his shoulder.
"When?"
"I live with one."
Andrew closed his eyes for a brief second.
"You continue to confuse wisdom with medical science."
Oliver smiled victoriously.
"Same thing."
"No."
Andrew placed the omelette on Oliver's plate.
"There."
Oliver looked down.
"...You made mushrooms."
"I did."
"I don't like mushrooms."
Andrew calmly picked up a fork.
"You've been eating them for fifteen years."
"I've been suffering for fifteen years."
Andrew looked at him.
"You never complained."
"I didn't want to hurt your feelings."
Andrew nodded slowly.
"How noble."
Oliver smiled proudly.
"I know."
Andrew sat opposite him.
The room finally became quiet.
For almost seven seconds.
Oliver suddenly looked up.
"Andrew."
"Hm?"
"If I disappear one day..."
Andrew looked at him.
"...who gets the company?"
Andrew didn't answer.
Instead...
he calmly reached across the table...
and removed Oliver's phone from beside his plate.
Oliver frowned.
"What are you doing?"
"You don't deserve distractions while eating."
"I was asking a legal question."
"You were trying to avoid breakfast."
"I was trying to secure my legacy."
Andrew placed the phone inside a drawer nearby.
"You may have it back after breakfast."
Oliver looked offended.
"I'm thirty."
Andrew buttered another slice of toast.
"I am aware."
"You just confiscated my phone."
"I did."
"I'm a CEO."
"You are."
"This is illegal."
Andrew slid the toast onto Oliver's plate.
"So is starving yourself before a twelve-hour workday."
Oliver stared.
"...You rehearse these responses, don't you?"
Andrew calmly sipped his tea.
"I've had years of practice."
Oliver finally surrendered.
He picked up the fork dramatically.
"If I perish..."
Andrew interrupted.
"Eat."
"...history shall remember—"
"Oliver."
"...that I died doing what I hated most."
Andrew looked at the untouched mushrooms.
"You'll survive."
Oliver stabbed one dramatically.
"For now."
Andrew quietly continued eating.
A comfortable silence settled between them.
The kind only years could build.
Halfway through breakfast...
Oliver suddenly stood up.
"Oh no."
Andrew didn't even look up.
"What did you forget?"
"My presentation."
"It's in your briefcase."
"My laptop."
"It's charging in your office."
"My wallet."
"Left pocket."
Oliver instinctively checked.
"...How do you do that?"
Andrew finally looked at him.
"I've been watching you make the same mistakes for twenty years."
Oliver laughed.
"You know..."
"I sometimes think you know me better than I know myself."
Andrew simply returned to his tea.
"I should hope so."
Oliver walked toward the hallway, slipping into his coat.
"I'm leaving."
Andrew nodded.
"Drive carefully."
"I always do."
"You don't."
"I mostly do."
"You sing while driving."
"That improves concentration."
"You close your eyes during high notes."
Oliver paused.
"...You've been spying on me."
"I was sitting beside you."
Oliver grinned.
"Technicality."
He reached the front door.
Opened it.
Stopped.
Turned around.
"...Andrew?"
"Hm?"
"I forgot my watch."
Andrew pointed toward the small wooden table beside the entrance.
It was already there.
Polished.
Set to the correct time.
Waiting.
Oliver smiled.
"You know..."
"I keep forgetting things..."
"...because I know you'll remember."
Andrew didn't answer.
Oliver wore the watch.
Adjusted his cuffs.
"See you tonight."
He stepped outside.
The front door closed.
Silence returned.
Andrew remained seated.
His eyes wandered toward Oliver's untouched mushrooms.
He quietly smiled.
Then stood up.
Walked to the kitchen.
Opened the refrigerator.
Placed the remaining breakfast inside a steel container.
Attached a small handwritten note.
For tonight.
You'll complain less when you're hungry.
He placed it neatly on the middle shelf.
Closed the refrigerator.
Locked the front door.
Picked up his journal.
Outside...
the city of Morke had fully awakened.
Cars filled the streets.
School bells rang.
Coffee shops welcomed their first customers.
And somewhere...
another missing person's photograph had just been pinned to a police notice board.

The Vale Horology Headquarters stood at the heart of Morke's business district, where glass buildings touched the sky while century-old brick cafés stood stubbornly beside them.
People often joked that Morke never decided whether it wanted to become modern or remain beautiful.
Oliver secretly hoped it never chose.
His black sedan rolled into the underground parking lot.
Before the engine even stopped...
his phone vibrated.
Emma (HR):
Sir, Board members are already here.
Oliver smiled.
Oliver:
Tell them I'm praying.
Three dots appeared.
Praying?
Oliver:
That they'll cancel the meeting.
He stepped out before she could reply.

"Morning, Mr. Oliver."
The security guard saluted.
Oliver looked around dramatically.
"Where?"
The guard frowned.
"Sir?"
"You called someone 'Mr. Oliver.'"
"...Yes?"
"I've always wanted to meet him."
The guard burst into laughter.
"You, sir."
"Oh."
Oliver sighed.
"I thought he sounded important."

Inside, the reception area buzzed with life.
Employees hurried toward elevators carrying laptops and coffee cups.
The marble floor reflected sunlight pouring through enormous glass walls.
A young intern carrying a stack of files accidentally bumped into Oliver.
The papers scattered everywhere.
"Oh my God!"
"I'm so sorry!"
"I didn't—"
Oliver immediately knelt down beside him.
"No, no..."
"You've successfully tested gravity."
The intern blinked.
Oliver picked up a sheet.
"It still works."
The intern nervously laughed.
Within seconds...
three other employees joined them.
The papers were gathered.
The intern stood up.
"I'm really sorry, sir."
Oliver dusted imaginary dirt off his suit.
"Good."
The intern looked confused.
"You owe me."
His face turned pale.
Oliver smiled.
"A coffee."
"...Sir?"
"One coffee."
"That's all?"
Oliver nodded seriously.
"I've been trying to reduce company expenses."
The lobby echoed with laughter.
The intern smiled for the first time.
"I'll bring the best coffee in Morke."
Oliver winked.
"Now you're thinking like management."

The elevator doors opened.
Board members stood inside.
One elderly director looked at Oliver.
"You seem unusually cheerful today."
Oliver stepped in.
"I'm alive."
Another director chuckled.
"That's becoming rare around this city."
The laughter faded.
Silence replaced it.
Everyone knew why.
The elevator continued climbing.
One of the directors unfolded the morning newspaper.
Across the front page...
a photograph stared back.
Another smiling face.
Another missing citizen.
Another family waiting.
The headline read—
SEVENTH PERSON DISAPPEARS IN THREE WEEKS
Police Continue Investigation
A younger board member sighed.
"My wife refuses to let our son walk home from school anymore."
Another replied quietly,
"Can you blame her?"
Oliver leaned against the elevator wall.
"I don't understand..."
"How does someone simply disappear?"
Nobody answered.
The elevator doors opened.
Business resumed.
Fear remained inside.

Three hours later.
The board meeting finally ended.
Oliver walked out as though he had survived a war.
His assistant caught up with him.
"How was it?"
Oliver loosened his tie.
"They used the words 'long-term strategy' forty-seven times."
"You counted?"
"I lost consciousness after thirty."
She laughed.
"You really should've become a comedian."
"I applied."
"What happened?"
"They promoted me."

By noon...
Oliver escaped.
Not to his office.
Not to another meeting.
To the rooftop.
It overlooked nearly the entire city.
From there...
Morke looked peaceful.
The river curved around the old district like a silver ribbon.
The clock tower stood proudly over Market Square.
Children chased pigeons through the central park.
Street musicians played near the fountain.
Couples filled the riverside cafés.
A tram slowly crossed the eastern bridge.
Life...
continued.
Oliver rested both hands on the railing.
Sometimes he wondered how a city so beautiful...
could suddenly become so afraid.
The rooftop door opened.
Emma stepped out holding two paper cups.
"I knew you'd be hiding here."
"I'm not hiding."
"No?"
"I'm strategically avoiding responsibility."
She handed him a coffee.
They stood silently.
After a while, she spoke.
"My mother called."
Oliver looked at her.
"She told me not to stay late anymore."
Oliver looked toward the city again.
"My grandmother says the same thing."
Emma hesitated.
"Do you think they'll find those people?"
Oliver took a slow sip.
"I hope so."
She looked at him.
"You don't sound convinced."
He watched the people below.
A father lifted his daughter onto his shoulders.
A florist arranged fresh lilies outside her shop.
Two elderly men argued over a chessboard.
Everything seemed...
normal.
Oliver finally answered.
"I think every city has a heartbeat."
Emma frowned.
"And?"
Oliver smiled faintly.
"Morke's... feels different these days."
Neither of them spoke again.
Far below...
the city carried on with another ordinary afternoon.
Completely unaware...
that time had already begun stealing pieces of it.

Saturday mornings belonged to Morke.
Not to businessmen.
Not to politicians.
Not even to the tourists who filled the old streets with cameras.
They belonged to the city itself.
By eight o'clock, the aroma of roasted coffee drifted through Willow Street, where cafés had stood for generations, their brick walls carrying stories older than the people who visited them. Small bookshops opened their wooden doors, placing shelves outside in the gentle morning sun. A violinist tuned his instrument beneath a flowering jacaranda tree while the owner of an antique watch repair shop carefully adjusted the hands of a century-old pocket watch displayed in his window.
The distant bell of St. Andrew's Cathedral echoed across the streets.
One...
Two...
Three...
Life answered in its own rhythm.
Children ran through Kings Park, chasing pigeons that never seemed frightened enough to fly far. Elderly couples occupied the same benches they had sat on for decades, discussing the weather as though they had personally negotiated it with the sky.
Near the fountain, painters displayed landscapes of Morke—its river, its bridges, its clock tower glowing beneath winter sunsets.
The city was beautiful.
Not because it was perfect.
Because it was familiar.

Oliver loved this version of Morke.
Not the skyline.
Not the expensive restaurants.
Not the glass buildings that reflected success.
This one.
The city that still greeted strangers with smiles.
The city where café owners remembered your order before you spoke.
The city where people argued over chess every Saturday morning, only to return the following week and continue the same argument.
He parked his car beside Willow Street and decided to walk.
He had nowhere urgent to be.
For once...
time belonged to him.
A florist stood outside arranging fresh lilies into neat buckets.
Oliver slowed.
"Morning, Mrs. D'Silva."
The elderly woman looked up.
"Oliver!"
"You still pretending these flowers are for customers?"
She raised an eyebrow.
"And who else would they be for?"
"You."
She laughed.
"You always flirt with old women."
"I believe experience should be appreciated."
She shook her head.
"One day someone's going to believe you."
"They're welcome to."
She plucked a single white daisy from a bouquet and tucked it into the pocket of his coat.
"There."
"You looked too serious."
Oliver looked down at the flower.
"I've been attacked by kindness."
"Go."
"You'll scare away my customers."

He continued walking.
A newspaper stand stood on the corner.
The front page was impossible to ignore.
MORKE MYSTERY DEEPENS
Another Resident Reported Missing
The vendor noticed Oliver looking.
"Terrible, isn't it?"
Oliver nodded.
"Any news?"
The man sighed.
"Nothing."
"They just... disappear."
Oliver folded the paper back.
"I hope they're found."
"So do their families."
Neither said anything more.
Some conversations had nowhere to go.

The further he walked, the quieter the streets became.
The river reflected the pale blue sky like polished glass.
Street musicians had begun playing near the bridge.
Children laughed somewhere in the distance.
A young boy chased soap bubbles through the park while his mother struggled to catch him.
Oliver smiled.
Morke still knew how to laugh.
That mattered.

He crossed the bridge into Kings Park.
The great banyan tree stood at its center.
Older than anyone alive.
Its roots stretched through the earth like ancient memories refusing to disappear.
People believed it brought peace.
Whether it truly did...
no one knew.
They simply kept coming.
Children climbed its low branches.
Students studied beneath its shade.
Couples carved initials into the wooden bench nearby despite the city's repeated attempts to stop them.
Time seemed slower here.
Oliver sat on that bench.
Closed his eyes.
The breeze carried the scent of wet grass and fresh coffee from a nearby kiosk.
Somewhere behind him...
a little girl laughed.
He turned instinctively.
She couldn't have been more than six years old.
She wrapped both tiny arms around the enormous trunk of the banyan tree as if she were hugging an old friend.
"You're getting bigger," she whispered to the tree with complete sincerity.
Her father chuckled from a few steps away.
"I think it's you who's getting bigger."
She frowned dramatically.
"No."
"The tree is."
He nodded with mock seriousness.
"My mistake."
She kissed the bark gently before running back to him.
Oliver watched them disappear down the path.
A small smile settled on his face.
Simple moments like that...
were the reason he loved Morke.
The city still believed in little miracles.
He stood, adjusted the daisy still tucked into his coat, and continued walking.
Unaware...
that before long...
his path was about to cross with someone who would quietly change the direction of his life forever.

The afternoon sun had softened.
Morke always looked different after four.
The rush slowed.
Conversations became longer.
Coffee tasted better.
People no longer walked to reach somewhere.
They simply walked.

Oliver stepped into Willow & Oak Café, one of the oldest cafés in Morke.
The owner greeted him before he even reached the counter.
"The usual?"
Oliver looked offended.
"You don't even let me pretend to have choices anymore."
The old man chuckled.
"You've ordered the same coffee for eight years."
"I've been trying to surprise you."
"You failed."
Oliver sighed dramatically.
"One day I'll order tea."
"I'll retire before that happens."
Both laughed.
Oliver paid and carried his coffee toward his favorite corner.
Near the window.
Where he could watch the street.
The seat...
was occupied.
A young woman sat there, completely absorbed in a book.
Her coffee had long gone cold.
A small notebook lay beside her, filled with handwritten notes.
She wasn't scrolling through her phone.
She wasn't looking around.
She was simply...
reading.
Oliver smiled.
Interesting.
There were plenty of empty tables.
But that one...
had become his table over the years.
He walked over carefully.
"Excuse me..."
No response.
He cleared his throat.
"Excuse me?"
Still nothing.
She slowly turned the page.
Oliver leaned slightly.
"Either this is an incredibly good book..."
"...or I've become invisible."
The young woman finally looked up.
For a second...
she simply stared.
Then she removed one earbud.
"I'm sorry?"
Oliver pointed toward the chair opposite her.
"I've been trying to negotiate peace."
She blinked.
"...Peace?"
"I usually sit there."
She looked around.
"Oh..."
"I'm sorry."
She immediately began gathering her things.
Oliver raised both hands.
"No, no."
"You were here first."
"I didn't know."
"I know."
"You can have it."
"I wasn't asking you to move."
She hesitated.
"...You weren't?"
"I was hoping you'd feel guilty enough to buy me another coffee."
She looked at him.
A few seconds passed.
Then...
she laughed.
Not politely.
Not because she felt she had to.
A genuine laugh.
Oliver smiled to himself.
Worth it.

"I'm Grace."
She extended her hand.
"Oliver."
He shook it.
"See?"
She tilted her head.
"We resolved an international conflict."
She laughed again.
"You make strange introductions."
"I've had years to perfect them."
"I can tell."
Oliver glanced at the book resting on the table.
"The Little Prince."
He smiled.
"I haven't seen that book in years."
"It's my favorite."
"It explains everything."
Grace frowned.
"What exactly?"
"You talk to roses."
She stared.
"...Have you read it?"
"I have."
"Then you know that's not the point."
"I know."
"I just wanted to see if you'd defend it."
She crossed her arms.
"I always will."
Oliver nodded approvingly.
"I respect loyalty."

A waitress arrived.
"Another coffee, Miss Grace?"
Grace looked at her untouched cup.
"Oh..."
"I completely forgot."
Oliver pointed triumphantly.
"I knew it."
"Knew what?"
"The book was winning."
Grace smiled sheepishly.
"It usually does."
The waitress collected the cold cup.
Oliver looked at Grace.
"I have a question."
"Go ahead."
"Do you always forget coffee..."
"...or only when fictional people start having emotional problems?"
Grace laughed.
"Only when they're written well."
Oliver pretended to think.
"So if someone wrote a bad novel..."
"I'd finish my coffee."
"...That's harsh."
She smiled.
"You asked."

Outside the window...
a light breeze carried fallen leaves across the old street.
People wandered between bookstores.
A violin echoed faintly from somewhere outside.
For a while...
neither of them spoke.
It wasn't uncomfortable.
It was surprisingly peaceful.
Grace finally broke the silence.
"So..."
"Is this really your favorite table?"
Oliver nodded.
"It watches the city."
She looked outside.
"It does."
"You can tell what kind of day Morke is having from this window."
Grace looked at him curiously.
"And today?"
Oliver watched an elderly man helping a little boy tie his shoelaces.
A cyclist ringing his bell for no reason.
Two tourists hopelessly arguing over a map.
He smiled.
"Today..."
"...she seems happy."
Grace looked out again.
Then back at him.
"I've never heard someone describe a city like a person."
Oliver shrugged.
"I own a watch company."
"I spend all day thinking about time."
"Cities have memories."
"So do people."
Grace quietly absorbed that.
Then smiled.
"I like that."
Oliver looked at her.
"So..."
"...am I forgiven for disturbing your reading?"
She pretended to think very seriously.
"Hmm..."
"I'll need evidence."
"What kind?"
She pointed toward his untouched coffee.
"You've been talking for ten minutes."
"It's getting cold."
Oliver looked at the cup.
"...Ironic."
Grace laughed.
"You forgot your coffee too."
Oliver sighed.
"I blame the book."
Grace raised an eyebrow.
"The book?"
"Yes."
"It seems contagious."
For the third time...
she laughed.
And for reasons neither of them could explain...
when Oliver finally left Willow & Oak Café that evening...
he realized something unusual.
For the first time in a long while...
he had forgotten to look at his watch.

Three days later.
Oliver stood outside Willow & Oak Café, staring at the entrance with unusual suspicion.
His assistant, Emma, stood beside him holding a folder.
"You've been looking at that café for two minutes."
"I'm observing."
"What exactly?"
"The universe."
Emma blinked.
"The universe?"
"I met someone here."
"Oh."
Oliver nodded thoughtfully.
"So now I'm trying to determine whether it was fate..."
"...or caffeine."
Emma sighed.
"I'll leave before this conversation gets worse."
"It gets much worse."
"I know."
She handed him the folder.
"Board meeting at two."
"I'll pretend to attend."
"You'll attend."
"I'll pretend enthusiastically."
She smiled and walked away.

Oliver entered the café.
He didn't look toward the corner.
Absolutely not.
He ordered his coffee.
Collected it.
Sat at a completely different table.
Much healthier, he thought.
No expectations.
He opened the newspaper.
Read one sentence.
Looked toward the corner.
Empty.
He looked back at the newspaper.
Another sentence.
Looked again.
Still empty.
He laughed quietly at himself.
"You're thirty."
"Act like it."

"Looks like somebody lost his seat."
Oliver slowly lowered the newspaper.
Grace stood beside him.
Holding two coffees.
She smiled.
"I figured..."
"...since you spent two minutes pretending not to look over there..."
"...I'd save you the embarrassment."
Oliver looked at her.
Then at the empty chair beside him.
Then back at her.
"...You've been here the whole time?"
She nodded.
"Window seat."
"I didn't see you."
"You weren't looking very hard."
"I was conducting research."
She sat down.
"On?"
"Human behavior."
"And?"
Oliver smiled.
"I've discovered people become unusually attractive when holding coffee."
Grace laughed.
"That's your research?"
"It's peer-reviewed."

She slid one cup toward him.
"I ordered before you came in."
Oliver stared.
"...How did you know what I drink?"
Grace shrugged.
"The owner told me."
Oliver turned dramatically toward the counter.
"You betrayed me."
The owner raised both hands.
"I was questioned."
"You folded immediately."
"I've known her longer than today's coffee."
"Traitor."
Grace couldn't stop laughing.

A comfortable silence settled between them.
Outside...
rain began falling gently against the windows.
The café lights reflected across the wet pavement.
People hurried beneath umbrellas.
The entire city seemed softer.
Grace watched the rain.
"I love this weather."
Oliver looked horrified.
"No."
"No?"
"It ruins plans."
"It makes new ones."
"It ruins my hair."
She looked at him.
"...Your hair?"
"It has very high standards."
Grace burst into laughter.
"You are unbelievably dramatic."
"I've been told."
"By everyone?"
"Mostly Andrew."
"Your guardian?"
Oliver smiled.
"The poor man deserves compensation."

Grace stirred her coffee.
"You talk about him a lot."
Oliver didn't answer immediately.
Instead...
he looked through the rain-covered window.
"You know..."
"When people hear 'guardian'..."
"...they imagine someone serious."
Grace nodded.
"Isn't he?"
"He is."
Oliver smiled.
"But only until I annoy him."
"And how often is that?"
"...Breakfast."
She laughed.
"Lunch."
Another laugh.
"Dinner."
Grace shook her head.
"So..."
"All the time."
"Professionally."

Grace looked genuinely curious.
"What was it like?"
"Growing up with him?"
Oliver leaned back.
"Strict."
"Very strict."
"I wasn't allowed dessert until I finished vegetables."
Grace nodded.
"Reasonable."
"I tried negotiating."
"And?"
"He doubled the vegetables."
She laughed.
"I once hid spinach under my plate."
"What happened?"
"He lifted the plate."
Grace covered her face laughing.
"No..."
"Oh yes."
"He looked at me..."
"...and served another spoonful."
She laughed so hard nearby customers looked over.
Oliver leaned closer and whispered,
"I still think he planned that."

Their laughter slowly faded.
Grace smiled.
"You really love him."
Oliver looked down at his coffee.
A quiet smile appeared.
"I don't remember my parents."
"I barely remember their voices."
A pause.
"But..."
"I've never once wondered what it feels like to have a father."
Grace became silent.
Oliver continued softly.
"Because Andrew never gave me the chance to."
The joke was gone.
For just a few seconds...
the cheerful mask slipped.
Grace saw something beneath it.
Not sadness.
Gratitude.
Deep.
Quiet.
Real.
She smiled.
"I'd like to meet him someday."
Oliver immediately brightened again.
"Oh?"
"Yes."
He looked horrified.
"I should warn you."
"About what?"
"He'll like you."
"...That's a warning?"
"For me."
Grace frowned.
"Why?"
"Because once he likes someone..."
"...I'm permanently outnumbered."
Grace laughed again.
"You really are impossible."
Oliver grinned.
"I've heard that before."
The rain continued falling.
Neither of them noticed the time.
Neither noticed the café slowly emptying.
They simply kept talking.
About books.
About old movies.
About terrible cooking experiments.
About childhood memories.
About why people always smiled more in parks than in shopping malls.
Hours passed unnoticed.
As they stepped out of the café that evening, the rain had stopped.
The streets of Morke glistened beneath the amber glow of streetlights.
Grace looked up at the clearing sky.
"This city feels different after rain."
Oliver slipped his hands into his pockets.
"It remembers."
She looked at him.
"What?"
"The rain."
"It never tries to hide it happened."
Grace smiled.
For a brief moment...
she wondered if Oliver was talking about the city.
Or about himself.

The following weeks passed without either of them realizing they had become a part of each other's routine.
Neither called it friendship.
Neither questioned why they kept meeting.
It simply...
happened.

Sometimes it was coffee.
Sometimes it was a walk.
Sometimes one of them would simply send a message.
Oliver
Coffee?
Grace would reply.
Already there.
Or...
Grace
Bookstore?
Oliver would answer.
Only if you promise not to spend an hour choosing one.
No promises.

Soon...
Willow & Oak Café no longer belonged to Oliver.
It belonged to both of them.
The owner eventually stopped asking.
"The usual?"
became
"Two?"

One Saturday afternoon...
Grace closed the book she had been reading.
"I have a question."
Oliver looked up from stirring far too much sugar into his coffee.
"You've already asked six."
"This one's important."
"I'm listening."
"Do you actually like coffee?"
Oliver froze.
"...What?"
"You always put four spoons of sugar."
"It's called balance."
"It's called dessert."
Oliver looked offended.
"You've insulted my lifestyle."
Grace couldn't help laughing.

They left the café.
The streets of Morke buzzed gently with weekend life.
Street musicians played jazz beneath the clock tower.
Children chased pigeons through Market Square.
Someone was selling handmade kites.
Another artist painted quick portraits for couples.
Oliver slowed his pace.
"I love this city."
Grace looked around.
"What do you love about it?"
He thought for a moment.
"It never asks people to hurry."
She smiled.
"I've noticed."
"No one's rushing."
"No one looks lost."
"No one pretends they're too busy to smile."
Grace looked at the people passing them.
He was right.
Morke had an unusual warmth.

As they entered Kings Park...
Oliver suddenly disappeared.
Grace frowned.
"Oliver?"
No answer.
She walked a little farther.
Still nothing.
"Oliver?"
A small voice answered instead.
"Found him!"
Grace looked behind the enormous banyan tree.
Oliver was crouching beside three children.
Completely serious.
One little boy held a map drawn with crayons.
Oliver studied it carefully.
"So..."
"The treasure is under the volcano?"
The boy nodded.
"And where's the volcano?"
The child pointed toward a tiny pile of rocks.
Oliver gasped.
"We've been walking past a volcano this whole time?"
The children nodded enthusiastically.
"This is terrible."
Grace folded her arms, trying not to laugh.
One little girl looked at Oliver.
"Will you help us?"
Oliver stood dramatically.
"I have no choice."
He turned toward Grace.
"I'm on official business."
She shook her head.
"Obviously."

Ten minutes later...
Oliver emerged covered in grass stains.
The children celebrated around a rusty tin box buried beneath leaves.
Inside...
were chocolate coins.
The boy proudly handed Oliver one.
"You earned it."
Oliver accepted it with complete sincerity.
"It has been an honor serving this expedition."
The children ran off laughing.
Grace stared at him.
"You realize..."
"...those children made you dig for their own chocolates."
Oliver unwrapped one.
"I know."
"And you're smiling."
"I got paid."
She laughed.
"You'll never grow up."
Oliver looked genuinely confused.
"Why would I?"

They continued walking beneath the towering branches of the banyan tree.
Sunlight filtered through thousands of leaves, creating shifting patterns across the ground.
A little girl stood near the trunk.
She gently wrapped both arms around it.
Closed her eyes.
And whispered something to the tree.
Oliver slowed.
"So she's here again."
Grace followed his gaze.
"You've seen her before?"
"A few days ago."
The little girl stepped back, smiled at the tree and kissed its bark before running to her father.
Grace watched her leave.
"She's adorable."
Oliver nodded.
"I think so too."
They stood there for a quiet moment.
Then Oliver spoke almost absent-mindedly.
"You know..."
Grace looked at him.
"If we ever have a daughter..."
"...I hope she's exactly like that."
Grace blinked.
Oliver kept watching the little girl.
"The kind who finds magic in trees..."
"...and talks to them as if they'll answer."
Only then did he realize what he'd just said.
He looked at Grace.
"...I mean..."
"...if we ever..."
"...you know..."
Grace's lips slowly curved into a smile.
"You just imagined our daughter."
Oliver rubbed the back of his neck.
"I was making an observation."
"No."
"You were naming future personality traits."
"I absolutely wasn't."
"You absolutely were."
"I was conducting hypothetical research."
Grace burst into laughter.
"Oh, now it's research?"
Oliver nodded with complete confidence.
"Very scientific."
Grace gently nudged his shoulder.
"I feel bad for our hypothetical daughter."
"Why?"
"She'll inherit your terrible jokes."
Oliver placed a hand over his heart.
"I was hoping she'd inherit your patience."
Grace looked at him.
"You'd need a lot of it."
"I know."
For a brief second...
they simply smiled at one another.
Neither realized that, without saying it aloud...
they had both imagined the same future.
A future with a little girl.
A home.
And years they believed were waiting for them.
The afternoon breeze carried the laughter of children across the park.
Above them, the ancient banyan tree stood unmoving, its roots deep beneath the earth, silently watching another promise being made beneath its branches.

Monday afternoon.
The lobby of Vale Horology was quieter than usual.
Most visitors expected a luxurious corporate headquarters.
Instead...
they found polished wooden floors, warm lighting, indoor plants and walls decorated not with awards...
but with clocks.
Hundreds of them.
Grandfather clocks.
Pocket watches.
Wall clocks from different centuries.
Broken watches carefully preserved inside glass cases.
Each one carried a small brass plaque beneath it.
Not with specifications.
With stories.

Grace slowly walked through the lobby.
She stopped before an old silver pocket watch.
The plaque read:
Stopped at 4:17 PM.
Its owner never repaired it.
He said it reminded him of the exact moment he first held his newborn daughter.
Grace smiled.
Another clock caught her attention.
Its pendulum no longer moved.
The note beneath it simply read:
Some memories deserve to remain untouched.
She turned toward Oliver.
"You wrote these?"
Oliver nodded.
"Most of them."
"They're beautiful."
"They're expensive."
Grace looked confused.
"The clocks?"
"The memories."
She looked back at the display.
For a moment...
she understood exactly what he meant.

Oliver led her through the workshop.
Unlike the polished lobby...
this place breathed.
Tiny screwdrivers rested beside magnifying lenses.
Mechanics carefully assembled movements with astonishing precision.
No one seemed rushed.
Every watch received complete attention.
A young apprentice accidentally dropped a gear.
His face turned pale.
Oliver walked over.
The boy immediately stood up.
"I'm sorry, sir."
Oliver picked up the tiny gear.
Held it against the light.
Then smiled.
"Good."
The apprentice blinked.
"...Sir?"
"Now you'll never drop it again."
The boy looked confused.
Oliver gently placed the gear back into his palm.
"Making mistakes costs less than fearing them."
The apprentice nodded slowly.
"Thank you, sir."
Oliver smiled.
"Just don't make a habit of collecting expensive lessons."
The workshop laughed softly.
The nervousness disappeared.
Grace watched everything.
Nobody feared Oliver.
They trusted him.

They continued walking.
Grace looked around.
"I expected something very different."
"Like what?"
"A strict CEO shouting at people."
Oliver looked genuinely horrified.
"I'd lose my voice by lunch."
She laughed.
"So you don't believe in fear?"
Oliver stopped beside a workbench.
An elderly watchmaker sat there, carefully repairing an old wristwatch.
His hands trembled slightly with age.
Yet every movement remained precise.
Oliver watched him for a moment before answering.
"My grandfather used to say..."
"...people can build watches while afraid."
"...but they can't build time."
Grace looked at him.
"I don't understand."
He smiled.
"If they fear mistakes..."
"...they'll stop creating."
"And if they stop creating..."
"...all they make is copies."
She quietly nodded.

The elderly watchmaker looked up.
"Oliver."
"Mr. Fernandes."
The old man smiled warmly.
"Come."
"I want to show you something."
He opened a small velvet box.
Inside rested an unfinished wristwatch.
Its hands hadn't been attached yet.
"The new apprentice made this movement."
Oliver picked it up carefully.
He inspected every tiny detail.
Then looked at the apprentice standing nervously nearby.
"It's beautiful."
The apprentice almost sighed with relief.
Oliver smiled.
"Except..."
The room became silent.
"The balance wheel."
The apprentice's heart sank.
"It's slightly misaligned."
Oliver handed it back gently.
"But..."
"...do you know what I like most?"
The boy looked confused.
"What?"
"You tried something new."
The apprentice stared.
Oliver smiled.
"I'd rather correct originality..."
"...than reward imitation."
The elderly watchmaker quietly smiled to himself.
Grace noticed.
So did several employees.
Oliver had said it casually.
But everyone there knew...
those words had built the company.

As they walked upstairs toward Oliver's office...
Grace slowed before another display.
Unlike the others...
this one held an ordinary wristwatch.
Nothing luxurious.
The leather strap was worn.
The crystal was scratched.
It looked almost forgotten.
The plaque beneath it read:
The first watch I ever repaired.
It belonged to the man who raised me.
He still wears it.
Grace looked toward Oliver.
"You repaired Andrew's watch?"
"I was twelve."
"Does he still wear it?"
"Every day."
"You must be proud."
Oliver smiled.
"I am."
A pause.
"So is he."
"You know that?"
"I've caught him looking at it."
She smiled softly.
"I think that's his way of saying..."
"...he's proud of you too."
Oliver looked at the old watch behind the glass.
His smile grew quieter.
"He never really says those things."
"He doesn't have to."
Grace looked at him.
"Some people speak through what they protect."
Oliver looked at her.
She had understood Andrew...
without even meeting him properly.
For some reason...
that made him happier than he'd expected.

They finally stepped onto the rooftop terrace overlooking Morke.
The afternoon sun bathed the city in warm gold.
The river shimmered.
The cathedral bells echoed across the skyline.
The ancient clock tower stood tall in Market Square.
Cars crawled slowly through narrow streets.
From somewhere below...
a saxophone drifted upward on the breeze.
Grace rested both hands on the railing.
"You can see almost everything from here."
Oliver stood beside her.
"I come here whenever I forget why I work."
She looked at him.
"And then?"
He looked across the city.
"I remember."
"Remember what?"
Oliver smiled.
"I don't build watches."
Grace frowned.
"No?"
"I build something people give to the moments they never want to lose."
She looked back at the city.
Then at him.
For the first time...
she realized Oliver wasn't in love with watches.
He was in love with...
time itself.
And perhaps...
without either of them realizing it...
their own had already begun to mean something to one another.

The evening sky above Morke had begun to fade into shades of amber and violet.
Office buildings slowly emptied.
Streetlights flickered awake one by one.
The city, after another long day, breathed a little slower.

Grace stood outside Vale Horology.
Oliver walked out carrying two paper bags.
She looked at them.
"...What's that?"
Oliver smiled proudly.
"Dinner."
"You bought dinner?"
"No."
"I rescued dinner."
Grace frowned.
"From where?"
"My office cafeteria."
She looked inside one bag.
"...Oliver."
"Hm?"
"This says Property of Vale Horology Staff Kitchen."
"I work there."
"So you stole from yourself."
"I prefer 'employee discount.'"
Grace laughed.
"I don't think that's how it works."
"It absolutely is."
She shook her head.
"You worry me."
"You'll get used to it."

They began walking through the evening streets.
The city glowed beneath warm lights.
Restaurants overflowed with conversation.
Street vendors grilled corn over charcoal.
Children chased one another through the square.
Somewhere nearby, a guitarist softly played an old love song.
Grace looked around.
"Where are we eating?"
Oliver answered casually.
"My home."
She stopped walking.
"...Your home?"
He continued.
"Andrew made soup."
She blinked.
"I thought we were eating this."
Oliver lifted the paper bag.
"We are."
"He'll pretend to be angry."
"...Because?"
"I brought outside food."
Grace looked concerned.
"Should we?"
Oliver smiled mischievously.
"Absolutely."

Twenty minutes later...
They stood before a modest two-story house tucked between flowering hedges.
Warm yellow light spilled from the windows.
The front garden was immaculate.
Every plant stood perfectly trimmed.
The porch light had already been switched on.
Grace smiled.
"It feels..."
Oliver unlocked the gate.
"...Like someone lives here?"
She nudged his shoulder.
"No."
"It feels peaceful."
Oliver looked at the house.
"It is."

Before they even reached the door...
It opened.
Andrew stood there.
He looked at Oliver.
Then at the paper bags.
Then back at Oliver.
"...You bought dinner."
Oliver smiled weakly.
"I diversified."
Andrew sighed.
"I made soup."
"I know."
"You asked me to."
"I did."
"You forgot."
"I remembered."
Andrew raised an eyebrow.
"...Then?"
Oliver held up the bags.
"I panicked."
Grace couldn't hold back her laughter.
Andrew noticed her standing behind Oliver.
His expression softened.
"You must be Grace."
She nodded politely.
"Good evening, Mr. Andrew."
Andrew stepped aside.
"Please."
"Come in."
Oliver whispered proudly.
"See?"
"He likes you already."
Andrew replied without turning around.
"I heard that."
"I know."

The house carried the comforting scent of herbs, polished wood and old books.
Nothing extravagant.
Everything carefully maintained.
Grace's eyes wandered across the living room.
Photographs.
Bookshelves.
A wooden clock ticking gently above the fireplace.
An old armchair positioned beside a reading lamp.
Everything felt...
lived in.

Andrew carried the soup toward the dining table.
Oliver quietly placed the takeout beside it.
Andrew looked at the boxes.
Then at Oliver.
"Did you at least buy enough for three?"
Oliver froze.
"..."
Andrew folded his arms.
"...Oliver."
Oliver slowly opened the bags.
"...No."
Andrew closed his eyes.
Grace looked between them.
Oliver immediately stood.
"I'll go back."
Andrew sighed.
"No."
"I'll make more soup."
Oliver smiled sheepishly.
"I knew you'd say that."
"I wish you didn't."
Grace laughed softly.

Dinner began.
Oliver somehow managed to complain about the soup...
while asking for a second bowl.
Andrew watched him.
"You continue to confuse me."
"I'm complicated."
"You're hungry."
Grace smiled into her bowl.
Watching them felt strangely familiar.
Like she'd walked into a conversation that had been happening for years.
Oliver reached for the bread.
Andrew lightly tapped his hand with a spoon.
"Guests first."
Oliver looked offended.
"I live here."
Andrew calmly passed the bread to Grace.
"Exactly."
Grace tried not to laugh.
Oliver sighed dramatically.
"I've been replaced."
Andrew replied without looking up.
"You've been improved upon."
Grace burst into laughter.
Oliver placed a hand over his heart.
"I invited her."
Andrew nodded.
"A wise decision."
"For whom?"
Andrew looked at Grace.
"For us."
Oliver stared.
"...Traitor."

Dinner slowly became lighter.
Stories replaced conversation.
Oliver exaggerated childhood memories.
Andrew corrected every single one.
Grace discovered the truth was usually somewhere in between.
She laughed more that evening than she had in weeks.
At one point...
Oliver stood to answer a phone call from work.
"I'll be back."
Andrew nodded.
The room became quiet.
Only the ticking clock remained.
Grace looked toward Andrew.
"You've known him a long time."
Andrew smiled faintly.
"My entire life changed the day I met that boy."
Grace looked at the family photograph on the shelf.
Young Oliver.
Untidy hair.
Huge smile.
Standing beside a younger Andrew.
"He seems exactly the same."
Andrew looked at the photograph.
"No."
Grace turned toward him.
"He laughs more now."
She smiled.
"I thought it'd be the opposite."
"So did I."
Andrew's eyes remained on the photograph.
"But happiness..."
"...isn't always louder."
Grace quietly absorbed his words.
Just then...
Oliver rushed back into the dining room.
"Did I miss anything?"
Andrew answered immediately.
"Peace."
Oliver looked at Grace.
"He bullies me."
Grace smiled.
"I think he loves you."
Oliver shrugged.
"I know."
He said it so naturally...
as though he'd never once questioned it.
Andrew didn't respond.
He simply stood...
walked into the kitchen...
and quietly served Oliver another bowl of soup before anyone had to ask.
Grace watched him.
Then looked at Oliver happily eating, completely unaware.
For the first time...
she understood something.
Andrew never spoke love.
He practiced it.
And somehow...
that made it feel even more real.

Morke looked different at night.
Not quieter.
Never quieter.
Just softer.
The streetlights along Willow Street cast warm pools of gold onto the pavement, and the old cafés with their arched windows glowed like small lanterns against the evening dark. Somewhere nearby, a violin played from an open terrace. Somewhere else, a baker was still stacking loaves behind a glass counter, pretending it was not already too late to be this comforting.
Oliver walked beside Grace with his hands in his pockets, trying very hard to look relaxed.
It did not work.
Grace noticed.
"You're fidgeting."
"I'm not."
"You are."
"I'm walking."
"That's not what I said."
Oliver glanced at her, offended.
"I happen to have a very sophisticated walking style."
Grace smiled faintly.
"Of course you do."
He took that as encouragement and immediately straightened his shoulders like a man about to deliver a speech to Parliament.
Grace laughed under her breath.
"See? There you go."
"What?"
"You become more ridiculous when you try not to be."
Oliver placed a hand over his heart.
"I think you may be insulting me."
"I'm observing you."
"That sounds worse."
"It is."
He stared at her for a second, then nodded gravely.
"Fair."

They reached the corner café where they'd first met.
It was still open.
The same old man behind the counter looked up when they entered, already smiling before either of them could speak.
"The usual?" he asked.
Oliver groaned.
"You are getting far too comfortable with that question."
"You always order the same thing," the man replied.
Grace looked at Oliver.
"That's true?"
"It's loyalty."
"It's coffee."
"To me, it's loyalty."
Grace shook her head, smiling despite herself.
The old man handed them two cups and a paper bag of warm pastries.
"On the house."
Oliver frowned.
"Why?"
The owner looked at Grace, then back at Oliver.
"Because you two have made the place less dull."
Oliver turned to Grace immediately.
"Did you hear that?"
"I did."
"I think he likes us."
"I think he likes your money."
The owner snorted.
Oliver pretended not to hear.

They sat by the window.
Outside, Morke moved at its own pace.
A cyclist crossed the road with one hand on the handlebar and the other holding a folded newspaper.
Two children ran past in oversized sweaters, their mother chasing them with a laugh that carried even through the glass.
Across the street, an old watchmaker was closing his shop, carefully lowering the metal shutter as though putting a sleeping child to bed.
Grace watched the city for a moment.
"I think this place is spoiling me."
Oliver tilted his head.
"How?"
She looked at him.
"Everything here feels like it has time."
Oliver smiled softly.
"That's the nicest thing anyone's ever said about Morke."
She sipped her coffee.
"It's true."
He looked toward the street.
"Most cities don't let you notice the people in them."
Grace nodded.
"Morke does."
Oliver traced the rim of his cup with one finger.
"Maybe that's why I like it."
"Or maybe you like being noticed."
He looked up at her, scandalized.
"Grace."
"What?"
"I am a very humble man."
She laughed openly this time.
Oliver leaned back in his chair.
"You're enjoying this too much."
"I am."
"Why?"
"Because you keep pretending you're difficult to read."
He looked deeply offended again.
"I am difficult to read."
"No."
She shook her head.
"You are easy to read."
Oliver went still.
"That sounds dangerous."
"It should."

For a moment, neither of them spoke.
The steam from their cups rose between them and disappeared.
A trolley bell rang somewhere down the street.
The pastry bag sat unopened between them.
Oliver watched Grace stir her coffee slowly, as though she had nowhere else to be.
He liked that.
He liked that she never seemed in a hurry to fill silence.
He liked that she didn't look surprised when he forgot what he was saying halfway through a sentence.
He liked that she listened as though what he said mattered.
He hadn't expected that.
He hadn't expected her.

"Grace."
"Hm?"
He looked at her carefully.
"You know when I first met you..."
She waited.
"I thought you were going to be rude."
She blinked.
"Rude?"
"You had the book face."
"The book face?"
"The expression people wear when they are deeply committed to not being disturbed."
Grace laughed into her coffee.
Oliver smiled.
"You looked dangerous."
She raised an eyebrow.
"That's because I was reading."
"Exactly."
"I prefer books to people."
Oliver nodded.
"I suspected as much."
"That's not an insult."
"I know."
"I was just letting you know that if I ever disappeared into a novel, it would be intentional."
Oliver sat forward slightly.
"That's unsettling."
"It should be."
He held up one finger.
"Noted."
Grace looked at him over the rim of her cup.
"And yet you still came to sit beside me."
Oliver gave her a helpless smile.
"I was curious."
"About the book?"
"No."
He glanced away.
"About you."
The words landed softly.
Not dramatically.
Not with any grand confession.
Just honestly.
Grace lowered her eyes to her coffee.
Her smile changed.
Smaller.
Warmer.
Oliver, immediately uncomfortable with sincerity, pointed at the pastry bag.
"We should eat before this turns into one of those conversations."
Grace laughed quietly.
"You're changing the subject."
"I am preserving the atmosphere."
"By talking about food?"
"It's a very serious subject."
She shook her head and opened the bag.
Inside were two sweet rolls dusted with sugar.
Oliver tore one in half and pushed the larger piece toward her.
She looked at it.
"You always do that."
"Do what?"
"Give away the better half."
Oliver blinked.
"...I do?"
Grace nodded.
"At dinner. At coffee. At work."
He looked genuinely confused.
"I hadn't noticed."
"I have."
He pretended to think.
"Perhaps I'm a generous soul."
Grace smiled.
"Or perhaps you just like watching people argue with you."
Oliver immediately grinned.
"That too."

A comfortable quiet settled again.
This one felt different.
Not new.
Not fragile.
Familiar.
As though something between them had already started arranging itself without their permission.
Grace broke the silence first.
"Can I ask you something?"
"You always ask me something."
"This one is serious."
Oliver straightened.
"Proceed."
"Why don't you like commitments?"
He groaned immediately.
"That is a deeply unfair question."
"It's also the first one you've avoided."
Oliver leaned back in his chair and looked toward the window.
Morke was reflected in the glass behind Grace.
The city looked smaller at night.
More intimate.
He answered carefully.
"Because commitments are terrible at leaving."
Grace waited.
Oliver smiled faintly, but it didn't reach all the way.
"They stay."
"And?"
"And people start expecting things."
Grace tilted her head.
"That sounds less like a complaint and more like a confession."
He laughed once.
"You're dangerous."
"You said that already."
"I stand by it."

The street outside had begun to empty.
A delivery man locked his scooter outside the café.
A woman in a red scarf crossed the road carrying a bouquet.
Farther down, the clock tower chimed nine.
Oliver looked back at Grace.
"But..."
He paused.
"Not everything feels like that."
Grace studied him without interrupting.
He took a breath.
"Some things..."
"...feel worth keeping."
She didn't answer immediately.
And because she didn't, he continued.
"Some people, too."
Grace looked at him, and for a moment the teasing had drained from her expression completely.
"You don't have to say things like that to impress me."
Oliver stared at her.
"...I wasn't trying to impress you."
"You absolutely were."
"I was being emotionally transparent."
"That sounds suspiciously like flirting."
"It was."
Grace smiled.
"Good."
Oliver blinked.
Then laughed under his breath.
"You say that as if it wasn't meant to destabilize me."
"It was."
He sat back, defeated and delighted at the same time.
"You're very calm for someone who just admitted to emotional sabotage."
"I learned from watching you."
"That is not a comforting sentence."
"Then it's accurate."

When they finally left the café, the street had turned nearly empty.
The night air carried the faint smell of wet stone and distant rain.
Oliver held the door open for her.
Grace stepped out and looked up at the sky.
Clouds were gathering above the old rooftops.
"It might rain."
Oliver checked the sky with exaggerated seriousness.
"It probably will."
"You always know?"
"No."
He looked at her.
"I just enjoy pretending to."
She smiled.
They walked a little farther down Willow Street.
The city lights reflected in shallow puddles on the road.
A taxi passed slowly.
Someone laughed from a nearby apartment window.
Morke felt very alive.
Very ordinary.
Very much the kind of place where two people could forget the time and not realize it mattered.
Grace stopped walking when they reached the corner near the park entrance.
Oliver stopped beside her.
Neither immediately spoke.
The silence between them wasn't awkward.
It was waiting.
Grace looked at him first.
"Oliver..."
"Hm?"
She smiled a little.
"Are you always this much trouble?"
He considered the question seriously.
"Yes."
"That's unfortunate."
"For you."
"For everyone."
"Especially for me."
That made her laugh.
Then he became quiet.
He wasn't smiling quite as broadly now.
Grace noticed the change.
"What's wrong?"
He looked at her for a moment.
Then shook his head.
"Nothing."
She narrowed her eyes.
"That's a lie."
He sighed.
"Maybe just..."
He searched for the right words.
"...when I'm with you, I keep wondering whether I'm supposed to say things differently."
Grace looked at him, a little confused.
"Differently how?"
"Less stupid."
She smiled.
"I like your stupid."
Oliver blinked.
"...That was dangerously easy to say."
Grace shrugged.
"It was true."
He looked away quickly, suddenly interested in a crack in the pavement.
Grace took a step closer.
"Oliver."
He looked back at her.
She spoke gently now.
"You don't have to become less yourself to be around me."
The words hit him with a quiet force.
He tried to answer with a joke.
Couldn't.
So he simply nodded.
Grace smiled again, softer this time.
"And I don't want you to."
The city moved around them.
Cars passed.
Somebody locked up a shop.
The park gates creaked faintly in the breeze.
Oliver stood there, strangely still.
Then, finally, with the honesty that usually only appeared when he had already said too much, he asked:
"Can I see you again tomorrow?"
Grace smiled.
"You've been seeing me every day for weeks."
He looked horrified.
"That sounds much more committed when you say it out loud."
She laughed.
"And yet?"
Oliver looked at her properly now.
Not like he was joking.
Not like he was buying time.
Just like a man trying not to lose his nerve.
"And yet..."
He paused.
"...I would like to keep seeing you."
The rain finally began.
Not heavily.
Just a few soft drops at first, darkening the pavement.
Grace looked up.
Then back at him.
"Then you should probably walk me home."
Oliver exhaled a laugh that was half relief, half disbelief.
"I was hoping you'd say that."
Grace fell into step beside him.
The rain grew steadier.
Morke, as always, did not hurry.
And for the first time...
Oliver stopped trying to make the moment smaller with a joke.
He simply let himself be there.
With her.

Oliver left in such a hurry that Grace almost laughed.
He was halfway down the front steps, one hand on his phone, the other already reaching for his car keys, when he turned back and called, "I'll be gone fifteen minutes."
Andrew, who had opened the door only to glare at him, answered without blinking.
"You said that ten minutes ago."
"I was optimistic."
"You were inaccurate."
Oliver grinned at Grace, helpless and apologetic at the same time.
"Don't let him bully you."
Grace folded her arms.
"Too late."
Oliver pointed at her as if she had confirmed a dangerous theory.
"See? She understands him already."
Andrew's expression did not change.
"It would be easier if you two stopped conspiring."
Oliver backed away, still talking.
"I'm being called to the office before a board member forgets how to breathe."
"That sounds serious."
"It is."
Andrew lifted one eyebrow.
"You forgot your tie."
Oliver glanced down at himself.
Then at Andrew.
Then at the open doorway.
"That was the emergency."
Andrew sighed in the deep, patient way of a man who had spent years trying to keep another man alive by force of habit alone.
"Come back."
Oliver saluted dramatically.
"Yes, sir."
"Not you."
Oliver paused.
"...Then who?"
"Your common sense."
Grace laughed before she could stop herself.
Oliver looked pleased with himself anyway.
"She laughed. That means I'm winning."
Andrew reached for the tie hanging loosely around Oliver's neck and tugged it straight with practiced fingers.
"You haven't won anything."
Oliver leaned slightly so Andrew could fix the knot.
"That's exactly what someone losing would say."
Andrew gave the knot a final tug.
"Go."
Oliver straightened, checked his reflection in the glass by the doorway, and then looked at Grace with mock solemnity.
"If I do not return, tell history I died dramatically."
Grace smiled.
"I'll write it on your tombstone."
Andrew pointed toward the car.
"Leave."
Oliver laughed and finally obeyed.
He disappeared down the path, still speaking into his phone, still muttering about schedules and negligence and how the entire city seemed personally committed to ruining his life.
The front gate closed behind him.
And then...
the house became quiet.
Not empty.
Quiet.
There was a difference.
Grace realized it almost immediately.
Andrew stepped back inside and shut the door with one hand.
"Tea?"
Grace looked up from where she stood in the hallway.
"That was fast."
"He forgot his coat."
Andrew disappeared into the living room without waiting for a reply.
Grace followed him.
The house smelled faintly of books, old wood, soap, and something warm from the kitchen.
Not fancy.
Not staged.
Lived in.
There were framed photographs along the wall.
Oliver at twelve, grinning with two missing teeth and a scraped knee.
Oliver at seventeen, trying very hard to look serious in a school blazer.
Oliver at some age Grace guessed was impossible to place because he had clearly been caught mid-prank.
Every picture had the same thing in it.
Oliver had never looked alone.

Andrew came back with a folded coat over one arm and a cup of tea in the other.
He placed the tea on the table in front of Grace.
She looked at him.
"You did not ask whether I wanted tea."
"I could tell."
"How?"
Andrew glanced at her once.
"Your hands."
Grace looked down.
They were folded too tightly in her lap.
She immediately loosened them.
Andrew said nothing.
Just turned toward the kitchen.
Grace followed.
At the sink, he rinsed out the cup Oliver had left behind, then reached up to the shelf for another plate.
He moved with the ease of someone who knew exactly where everything belonged.
Grace watched him for a moment.
Then quietly said, "You do everything for him."
Andrew didn't turn around.
"No."
Grace waited.
"Only the things he forgets."
He set the plate on the counter and reached for a cloth.
Grace smiled.
"He forgets a lot."
"More than is useful."
"But you remember."
Andrew looked at her then.
Not sharply.
Simply as though the observation had landed where it was meant to.
"I remember what matters."
Grace looked around the kitchen.
A second cup was already drying beside the sink.
Oliver's watch, the one he had been wearing earlier, was placed neatly on a small dish near the door.
His folded jacket hung on the back of a chair.
A note had been pinned to the fridge in Andrew's careful handwriting.
Take lunch.
You will claim you forgot again.
I do not believe you.
Grace read it and smiled.
"You wrote that this morning?"
Andrew followed her gaze.
"Hm."
Grace turned back to him.
"Do you do that often?"
"Do what?"
She gestured vaguely toward the note.
"Leave instructions like Oliver is still twelve?"
Andrew looked mildly offended.
"He behaves like twelve."
Grace laughed softly.
"That sounds like love."
Andrew did not answer.
He simply opened the cupboard, took out a packet of biscuits, and set them on the counter.
"Eat."
Grace blinked.
"I'm fine."
"You are not."
She raised an eyebrow.
"You don't know that."
Andrew poured her tea without looking at her.
"You have not touched the cup."
Grace glanced at the untouched tea.
Then at him.
Then smiled despite herself.
It was impossible to argue with a man who saw everything and said almost nothing about it.
She sat at the kitchen table.
Andrew set the biscuits beside her and took the seat across from her.
For a moment, neither spoke.
The clock ticked gently above the doorway.
Somewhere in the backyard, a bird called once and then went quiet.
Grace looked toward the hallway where Oliver had left his jacket hanging.
"You don't worry when he runs around like that?"
Andrew took a slow sip of tea.
"Every minute."
She looked up.
He continued calmly.
"But if I worry loudly, he becomes proud of it."
Grace smiled.
"That sounds very much like him."
"It is."
There was a pause.
Then Andrew added, almost to the tea rather than to her,
"He has always been like this."
Grace looked at him.
"Like what?"
Andrew chose his words carefully.
"Restless."
Grace waited.
"Bright."
Another pause.
"Annoying."
Grace laughed.
Andrew allowed the faintest movement at the corner of his mouth.
"He was a difficult child."
Grace leaned back in her chair.
"Was he happier then?"
Andrew looked toward the living room, where a small framed picture sat on the shelf.
Oliver at maybe eleven years old, standing beside Andrew with a grin that suggested he had just won a battle he absolutely had not won.
"He was always happy around noise."
Grace thought about that for a moment.
"You say that like it matters."
Andrew looked at her.
"It does."
Grace lowered her eyes to her tea.
She had expected a strict old guardian.
Something distant.
Severe.
Maybe even intimidating.
Instead he was doing the most unnerving thing possible.
He was making her feel as though she had quietly entered a family that had already been built long before she arrived.
And somehow...
it did not feel like trespassing.
It felt like being noticed.

Andrew stood and walked toward the side table near the window.
There was a small box there, open.
Inside sat a watch with a cracked leather strap.
Grace pointed toward it.
"Does Oliver still wear that?"
Andrew looked at the watch as if it had been asking him something.
"Every day."
"He told me it was old."
"It is."
She smiled.
"He said you fixed it."
"I tried."
Grace looked at the watch again.
"He keeps saying one day he'll buy a new one."
Andrew gave a short, dry sound that might have been a laugh.
"He says many things."
"Do you believe him?"
"I believe he will buy one."
Grace tilted her head.
"Then why does he still wear this one?"
Andrew turned the watch over in his hand.
"Because he forgets to replace what already works."
Grace studied him.
The words were simple.
But the way he said them...
they were not about a watch.
She looked toward the hall again.
Oliver's coat still hung there.
His shoes by the door.
His tie draped across the chair.
Everything about the house seemed arranged around the idea that he would return.
Grace suddenly understood something she hadn't known she was noticing.
Andrew did not simply care for Oliver.
He prepared for him.
He left space for him.
He made room for his returning.
Not because he was waiting for thanks.
Because that was what love looked like when it had grown old enough to become habit.

The kitchen door swung open.
Oliver walked back in, phone still in hand and expression already apologetic.
"I'm alive."
Andrew didn't turn around.
"Unclear."
Oliver looked at Grace, who was trying very hard not to smile.
"What did he say?"
"Nothing useful," Grace said.
Oliver gasped.
"See? He is cruel to me."
Andrew finally looked over his shoulder.
"You left for twelve minutes."
"It was an emergency."
"You forgot your coat."
"I was going to come back for it."
"You forgot your watch too."
Oliver glanced at the dish by the door.
"...I was testing you."
Andrew’s stare remained unchanged.
Grace looked from one to the other, then softly said, "He took care of both."
Oliver blinked.
Then smiled.
"Of course he did."
Andrew went back to the sink as if the conversation had ended.
But Grace had already seen enough.
The note on the fridge.
The tea poured without asking.
The coat folded the same way Oliver always liked it.
The watch waiting by the door.
The biscuits placed because she had not eaten.
This was not a man who spoke love.
This was a man who made sure it survived the day.
Oliver glanced at Grace, then at Andrew, and grinned.
"So."
He leaned against the counter.
"Did you two solve the world's problems while I was gone?"
Grace lifted her tea.
"Almost."
Andrew answered at the same time.
"No."
Oliver looked offended.
"That was unfairly quick."
Andrew folded the dishcloth and set it aside.
"Did you finish your work?"
Oliver made a face.
"No."
Andrew nodded once.
"Then the world remains broken."
Grace laughed.
Oliver pointed at both of them.
"This is what I deal with."
Grace stood, still smiling.
"And yet you came back."
Oliver looked at her.
Then smiled with the same easy warmth that made him impossible to take seriously and impossible not to trust.
"Always."
Andrew turned away before either of them could see the expression on his face.
But Grace saw it anyway.
Only for a second.
A quiet, almost invisible kind of pride.
And just like that...
she understood why this house did not feel like a house.
It felt like belonging.

Morke was dressed in rain.
Not the kind that frightened the city.
The kind that softened it.
The kind that made the old brick cafés look warmer, the park paths shinier, the streetlights gentler. Water gathered in the grooves of the pavement and turned the entire city into a reflection of itself.
Grace stood beneath the awning of Willow & Oak Café and watched the rain fall in silver lines across the street.
Oliver arrived exactly twelve seconds later than he had promised.
Which, in Oliver's mind, was probably early.
He came jogging down the pavement with one hand over his hair and the other holding a paper bag above his head like it was a shield against destiny.
Grace looked at him.
"You are late."
Oliver stopped in front of her, breathless and smiling.
"I object."
"To what?"
"Your accusation."
"You said you'd be on time."
"I was on time."
Grace folded her arms.
"You are standing in the rain."
Oliver looked around as if only now remembering that water existed.
"Yes."
"So?"
"I arrived in the rain."
Grace blinked.
"...That is not the same thing."
"It is emotionally the same thing."
She stared at him for a moment.
Then laughed.
Oliver exhaled in relief, grinning as though he'd survived a trial he had absolutely brought upon himself.
"There."
"What?"
"I've made you laugh."
"You do know that is not a legal defense."
"It should be."
Grace stepped aside so he could duck under the awning properly.
He shook rain from his sleeves and immediately held the paper bag out to her.
"I brought something."
She eyed it.
"You said this was just a walk."
"It became an emergency."
"How?"
"I passed the bakery."
Grace opened the bag and found two warm buns inside.
She looked at him.
"You bought pastries because you passed a bakery."
Oliver shrugged.
"This city is very persuasive."
She smiled and took one of them.
They started walking without deciding to.
Morke had a way of making that feel natural.
The rain had thinned to a drizzle by the time they reached Kings Park, where the banyan tree stood in the center like an old story the city had decided never to forget.
The paths were nearly empty.
A few children still played near the pond, though now they were splashing through puddles instead of chasing pigeons. An old man on a bench pulled his coat closer and pretended not to be cold.
Oliver glanced around.
"You know..."
Grace chewed slowly and looked at him.
"If you say something strange, I am leaving."
He put a hand on his chest.
"Why does everyone assume my thoughts are strange?"
"Because they are."
"That seems unfair."
"It is extremely fair."
He looked offended for about three seconds, then smiled again.
"I was going to say..."
He glanced toward the banyan tree.
"...Morke is prettier when it's wet."
Grace looked at the rain-dark leaves, the glistening paths, the reflections in the puddles.
"It is."
Oliver shoved his hands into his coat pockets and looked at the tree for a moment longer than usual.
A little girl nearby had wrapped both arms around the banyan trunk and was talking to it in a voice too soft to hear.
Grace noticed.
Oliver noticed her noticing.
He smiled.
"Still my favorite kind of people."
Grace looked up at him.
"Children who hug trees?"
"Children who don't think it is embarrassing to love something."
She turned that over quietly.
Then glanced at him again.
"You sound serious."
Oliver gave her a side-eye.
"I can be serious."
Grace raised an eyebrow.
"No, you can't."
He laughed.
"Rude."
"You've spent the last month proving it."
"That's slander."
"That's evidence."
They walked on.
The rain made the park smell alive. Wet soil. Leaves. Stone. The distant sweetness of flowers somebody had planted with patience years ago and never bothered to boast about.
Grace slowed by the banyan tree.
Oliver stopped too.
For a while, neither of them said anything.
The city around them kept moving.
Somewhere, a bicycle bell rang.
Somebody called a child's name from the far side of the park.
A dog barked once, then settled.
Oliver looked at Grace.
And because the silence felt less dangerous than pretending, he spoke.
"Grace."
She turned toward him.
"Mm?"
He smiled, but only a little.
"You know I don't do this properly."
She frowned slightly.
"Do what?"
"This."
He gestured vaguely between them.
"This whole..."
He searched for the word and found none of the clever ones.
"...feeling."
Grace looked at him carefully.
Her expression changed.
Not scared.
Just attentive.
Oliver looked away first.
"Usually, when things start to matter..."
He gave a small, embarrassed laugh.
"...I get weird."
"More weird."
"Yes. More weird."
Grace let that sit between them.
Then she said quietly, "I noticed."
That made him smile, though not the easy kind.
The softer kind.
The one that came when someone saw him too clearly and still stayed.
He looked at the wet path beneath their feet.
"I am trying to say something."
"I know."
"And I keep making it smaller by talking."
"I know."
He lifted his eyes to hers.
"So I'll just say it."
The rain had almost stopped now.
Only a few drops still fell from the banyan leaves above them.
Grace didn't move.
Oliver took a breath.
No joke followed.
No grin.
No rescue attempt.
Just a man standing in the middle of a park in the city he loved, looking at a woman who had begun to feel like the most natural thing in his life.
"I like you."
Grace stayed still.
Oliver's face twitched, as if he suddenly regretted every decision he'd made in the last five minutes.
He rushed on before panic could catch him.
"I mean, obviously, that sounds absurdly simple when I say it like that, but it is not simple because you make me—"
He stopped.
Exhaled.
Tried again.
"I like being with you."
Grace's eyes softened.
"I like being with you too."
Oliver laughed nervously, not because he was amused, but because he was trying not to fall apart from the relief of hearing it.
He rubbed the back of his neck.
"And I don't just mean coffee."
"I hoped not."
He looked up.
She was smiling now.
A small smile.
Not mocking.
Not teasing.
Warm.
So he kept going, because once the door had opened, he didn't know how to stop himself from stepping through it.
"When I am with you, I stop feeling like I have to perform."
Grace said nothing.
Oliver swallowed.
"I am always trying to make things lighter."
"I know."
"Sometimes because I'm nervous."
"I know."
"Sometimes because I don't know what else to do."
"I know."
His voice went quieter.
"But with you, it doesn't feel like I need to hide behind that."
Grace held his gaze.
For once, he did not look away.
"You make me feel..."
He smiled in a helpless, embarrassed sort of way.
"...less stupid."
Grace almost laughed.
Oliver pointed at her immediately, his old reflex returning for just a second.
"Don't say it like that."
She smiled.
"Like what?"
"Like that's a bad thing."
"It's not."
He looked at her more seriously now.
"It's not?"
"No."
Grace shook her head.
"It means you're honest."
Oliver absorbed that.
The rainwater dripped from the leaves above them in slow, uneven drops.
He looked toward the tree.
Then back at her.
"And I think..."
He took another breath.
"...when something matters to me, I want to tell you badly and then immediately pretend I never said anything because that is my natural state of being."
Grace smiled.
"I noticed that too."
"I know you did."
"So?"
Oliver looked suddenly very young.
Not childish.
Just exposed.
"So..."
He gave a short laugh.
"So I am trying to be brave."
Grace's expression changed again.
That line landed differently.
He saw it.
She saw that he saw it.
The space between them became very quiet.
Then Oliver said, simply, almost softly enough that the rain might have carried it away if he had let it:
"I am in love with you."
Grace inhaled.
Not sharply.
Just enough that it showed the words had reached her.
Oliver stood there like a man who had just run out of the only escape route he'd ever trusted.
Then, because he was still Oliver, and because complete sincerity made him feel like he was standing without a railing, he added in a small, strained voice:
"And I hate how terrifying that sentence is."
Grace laughed once.
A breath of laughter.
Almost a tremble.
Oliver looked alarmed.
"No, I didn't mean—"
She stepped closer.
That was all.
Just closer.
His words stopped.
Her hand lifted, slowly, as if she were giving him time to retreat if he wanted.
He didn't.
She touched his sleeve first.
Then, without warning and with all the gentleness in the world, she smiled up at him and said:
"Good."
Oliver blinked.
"Good?"
"Yes."
He stared.
She looked almost amused now.
"I was getting tired of waiting for you to say it properly."
His mouth opened.
Closed.
Opened again.
Grace smiled wider.
"Though I was hoping for something slightly less dramatic."
Oliver let out a disbelieving laugh.
"You knew?"
"Oliver..."
She looked at him with soft exasperation.
"You brought me pastries in the rain."
He frowned.
"...That was not a confession."
"It was extremely close."
He stared at her for another second.
Then all at once his shoulders dropped, and a laugh escaped him that sounded more relieved than amused.
"I am never emotionally dignified around you."
Grace's smile softened.
"I'd have been disappointed if you were."
Oliver looked at her for one long second more, as if still trying to understand how he had gone from panic to this.
Then, quietly, he asked, "So what do I do now?"
Grace tilted her head.
"What do you mean?"
"I have already said the dangerous thing."
She smiled.
"You wait."
"For what?"
"For me."
Oliver looked as though he had no idea whether she was mocking him.
Then Grace lifted her hand from his sleeve and placed it lightly against his palm.
"Maybe I like you too, Oliver."
He froze.
The park, the tree, the rain, the distant noise of Morke all seemed to hold still for one perfect second.
Then Oliver did the only thing he could do.
He grinned.
Not because the moment was suddenly safe.
But because it was real.
"You know," he said, voice light again now that the panic had finally broken, "I was prepared to make a very embarrassing speech if that didn't go well."
Grace raised an eyebrow.
"Of course you were."
"I had three backup speeches."
"Should I be worried?"
"Yes."
She laughed, and he joined her.
The sound drifted beneath the banyan tree and across the wet paths of the park, where children still played and the old city still breathed and the future waited somewhere just beyond the rain.
For now...
that was enough.

Morke had changed its clothes for the season.
The jacaranda trees along Willow Street were in bloom, their purple petals falling softly onto the pavement like fragments of a slow, private celebration. The air carried the smell of roasted coffee, damp earth, and warm bread from the bakery on the corner. Morning sunlight slid over the old brick walls, caught the edges of shop windows, and made even the ordinary look as though it had been waiting for someone to notice it.
Oliver always noticed it first when Grace was beside him.
Not because he was suddenly thoughtful.
Because she made him stop walking long enough to do it.

"You're staring again."
Oliver blinked and looked at her.
"I am not staring."
Grace lifted her coffee to her lips.
"You were staring at the same tree for ten seconds."
"It is a very interesting tree."
"It is a tree."
"It's a beautiful tree."
"It's the exact same tree it was yesterday."
Oliver placed a hand over his heart.
"Grace, please. Do not reduce our relationship to a botanical disagreement."
She laughed and nudged his shoulder with hers as they walked.
"You say that like we've had a relationship for years."
Oliver gave her a look.
"We have had a relationship for months."
Grace pretended to think about that.
"That's dangerously close to commitment."
Oliver stopped walking.
She stopped too and looked back at him.
His expression was already offended.
"Did you just weaponize time against me?"
"I did."
"I feel attacked."
"You are attacked."
He pointed at her as if to make a legal objection.
"This is why I like you."
"Because I attack you?"
"Because you do it so efficiently."
Grace smiled, and Oliver immediately softened, unable to keep the theatrics going when she looked at him like that.
That was the strange thing about loving Grace.
He could be as silly as he wanted to be, and she never made him smaller for it.
She only made room for it.
That had become the most important thing in his life without either of them ever announcing it out loud.

They crossed the street toward Willow & Oak Café.
The old owner looked up from behind the counter and immediately raised an eyebrow.
"The usual?"
Oliver leaned on the counter.
"You ask that as though I am a man capable of growth."
The owner handed him the coffee without a word.
Grace smiled.
"You've made peace with him."
"I've made peace with his assumptions."
The old man looked at Grace.
"And you, miss?"
"Coffee, please."
"She said that like it was a rare event," Oliver muttered.
Grace shot him a warning glance.
The owner only smiled and began preparing her drink.

The café had become one of their places.
Not their favorite.
Not the only one.
Just one of the places where time seemed to move more kindly.
The same corner table by the window.
The same chipped cup for Oliver.
The same quiet music playing from the old speaker in the back.
Some days they came in together.
Some days one of them arrived first and pretended not to have been waiting.
Some days they simply sat in silence and let Morke move around them.
Today, they were talking too much.
Which meant Oliver was nervous.
Grace knew that immediately.
She noticed the way he kept tapping the side of his cup.
The way he was looking at the door every time the bell chimed.
The way he was trying very hard to seem casual about something that clearly mattered.
She set her cup down.
"Oliver."
He looked up too quickly.
"Yes?"
"What are you hiding?"
He looked wounded.
"That is a very damaging question."
"It was a very damaging expression."
"I have many expressions."
"That was not one of them."
Oliver exhaled and leaned back in the chair.
"You always notice too much."
Grace smiled.
"You always notice too little."
That earned her a dramatic sigh.
Then, after a long pause, he looked down at the table and muttered, "I may have done something."
Grace raised an eyebrow.
"That's not reassuring."
"I didn't say it should be."
She folded her hands.
"Go on."
Oliver glanced toward the window, then back to her.
"I might have invited someone."
Grace waited.
"Someone?"
"Yes."
"Who?"
Oliver hesitated.
"...Andrew."
Grace blinked.
"You invited Andrew."
"I suggested he come."
"Why are you saying it like you're confessing a crime?"
"Because he reacted like I had committed one."
She smiled despite herself.
"Did he say yes?"
Oliver made a face.
"No."
Grace's eyes narrowed.
"Why not?"
"He said he was busy."
"What was he doing?"
Oliver looked guilty.
"Reading."
Grace stared at him.
"Reading."
"Yes."
"In a chair."
"Almost certainly."
"And you considered that too busy for dinner?"
Oliver lifted one hand defensively.
"He said he was occupied."
"By a book?"
"By wisdom."
Grace laughed.
Oliver pointed at her as if she had just proved his case.
"There. See? Even you know he says things like that."
Grace shook her head, still smiling.
"So what happened?"
"I insisted."
"Naturally."
"I explained that you had prepared too much food to let him escape."
Grace looked at him.
"You said that."
"I did."
"Did it work?"
Oliver smiled, pleased with himself despite the embarrassment.
"He is arriving at six."
Grace looked at her cup for a moment.
Then up at him.
"You invited him because you've been trying to get us to meet properly for weeks."
Oliver straightened.
"I do not know what you're implying."
"I think you do."
"I simply thought..."
He broke off and rubbed the back of his neck, looking suddenly less theatrical and more honest.
"...I thought it would be good."
Grace's expression softened.
"Why?"
Oliver stared at the table for a second.
Because in this house, he had learned how much Andrew meant to Oliver before either of them had named it. Because Andrew had opened the door to her without asking questions. Because there was something dignified and steady in the way he moved through the world that Grace had come to respect more deeply every time she saw him. Because Oliver, for all his noise, carried his guardian with the reverence of a man who knew exactly who had held him together.
He didn't say any of that.
He only shrugged and said, "Because you're important."
Grace looked at him for a long second.
Then smiled in that quiet way she had when she was trying not to make something feel larger than it needed to be.
"That's very unlike you."
"I am full of surprises."
"You are full of panic."
"That too."

That evening, Andrew arrived exactly six minutes before six.
Which meant he was late by his standards and early by everyone else's.
Oliver opened the door with exaggerated relief.
"You came."
Andrew looked at him.
"Regrettably."
Oliver grinned.
"I knew the soup would win."
Andrew handed him a folded paper bag.
"It was not the soup."
Oliver peeked inside.
"Bakery bread."
"You asked me to bring something."
"You brought the best something."
Andrew stepped inside and immediately looked toward the kitchen.
Grace was there, standing beside the stove, tying the ribbon of her apron.
She turned when she heard the door.
The brief pause between them held more warmth than either of them showed.
"Mr. Andrew."
He nodded once.
"Grace."
Oliver, already halfway into the room, looked between them and smiled to himself.
It was becoming easier now.
The small silences no longer felt like uncertainty.
They felt like familiarity.
Like the sort of thing that only happens when people have already begun treating one another as family without yet admitting it.

Dinner was loud in the way good dinners always were.
Oliver talked too much.
Grace laughed at the right moments.
Andrew corrected Oliver at least twice.
Oliver protested at least six times.
The table held soup, bread, roasted vegetables, a dish Grace had insisted on making properly because "someone in this house has standards," and a dessert that Oliver had bought on the way home because he considered sweet things to be a public service.
Andrew pretended to disapprove of the dessert.
He ate it anyway.
Oliver noticed.
Of course he noticed.
"You smiled."
Andrew continued cutting his bread.
"I did not."
"You did."
"You are mistaken."
Grace looked from one to the other.
"You two do this on purpose, don't you?"
Oliver grinned.
"It is our ancestral language."
Andrew replied without looking up.
"It is your refusal to mature."
Grace laughed.
Oliver raised his spoon dramatically.
"And yet you still feed me."
Andrew glanced at him.
"Because if I do not, you become unbearable."
Grace smiled into her glass.
That sounded suspiciously like affection.

After dinner, Oliver disappeared into the living room to take a call from the office, one he had sworn would be "only a minute" and would almost certainly become three.
Grace stood near the kitchen sink with Andrew, drying a plate.
The house had grown quiet again.
Not empty.
Peaceful.
She placed the plate on the counter and looked toward the hallway where Oliver's voice drifted faintly from another room.
"He's happier now."
Andrew did not answer immediately.
He was wiping his hands with a towel, his expression unreadable as always.
Then he said, "Yes."
Grace looked at him.
He continued in a quieter voice, still not looking directly at her.
"He laughs more."
"I noticed."
"And he stays longer."
Grace smiled.
"I noticed that too."
Andrew nodded once.
"That is good."
The words were simple.
But the way he said them made them feel heavier.
Grace leaned lightly against the counter.
"You raised him well."
Andrew glanced at her for a second.
"That would be generous."
"It's true."
"He was already difficult."
Grace laughed softly.
"He still is."
Andrew allowed the tiniest hint of something like a smile.
"Yes."
She looked around the kitchen, at the neat shelves, the worn cloth on the hook by the sink, the watch on the side table, the small bowl of fruit arranged with near-religious care.
"You know what I like about this house?"
Andrew waited.
"It feels like someone has been making space for people for years."
He looked at her then.
Properly.
Not surprised.
Just seen.
The silence between them held for a moment.
Then Andrew said, "There is always room for those who are meant to stay."
Grace went very still.
It was not a declaration.
He would never make one.
But it was enough.
She smiled quietly and looked down at her hands.
"That is very kind."
Andrew resumed drying the plate.
"It is practical."
Grace understood that language by now.
Practical meant affectionate.
Useful meant loving.
He had a whole vocabulary of care that pretended not to be one.

A few minutes later, Oliver returned to the kitchen with the self-satisfied expression of a man who had successfully ignored work for exactly as long as his conscience allowed.
"I am back."
Grace looked up.
"You were gone for ten minutes."
"Work is very clingy."
Andrew raised an eyebrow.
"Did they survive without you?"
"Miraculously."
Oliver leaned against the doorway and looked at the two of them.
For a moment he was unusually quiet.
Not solemn.
Just present.
Grace noticed it first.
"Everything alright?"
Oliver blinked, then immediately brightened again.
"Yes."
Andrew also looked up.
Oliver gave them his most harmless smile.
"I was just thinking..."
He paused.
Then grinned.
"...how alarming it is that two of my favorite people are conspiring in my kitchen."
Grace laughed.
Andrew looked at him with the weary patience of a man who had heard better lines and worse ones from the same source.
"Conspiring would imply secrecy."
Oliver pointed toward them both.
"This has the energy of secrecy."
Grace smiled.
"We were saying nice things about you."
Oliver looked shocked.
"That is suspicious."
Andrew turned away first.
"Go sit down."
"I am being dismissed?"
"You are being spared."
Oliver put a hand over his chest.
Grace laughed again, and the sound of it seemed to settle something in the room.
For all his joking, for all his reluctance to stand still long enough to be serious, Oliver looked at Grace and Andrew with the unmistakable expression of a man who had found his people without knowing exactly when it happened.
And Grace, watching the way he leaned into his guardian's irritation like it was home, thought:
This is what family looks like when nobody is trying to name it too soon.
That was the feeling she carried with her long after dinner ended.
Not the food.
Not the jokes.
The sense of a house made larger by the people in it.

Oliver had never liked jewelry stores.
They made him feel as though time was being sold in small, shiny pieces.
The display lights were too bright. The glass counters were too clean. Every ring looked like it was waiting to be chosen by someone braver than he was.
He stood near the window and adjusted his cuff for the third time in two minutes.
The salesperson watched him with the polite patience reserved for people who were either extremely wealthy or extremely uncertain.
Oliver was both.
“Sir?”
Oliver looked up.
“Yes.”
“Can I help you?”
He smiled faintly, then immediately looked embarrassed by his own expression.
“That depends.”
“On?”
“If I say I am buying a ring, will you begin treating me like a man with a future?”
The woman blinked once.
Then smiled.
“Only if you look like one.”
Oliver placed a hand over his chest in mock offense.
“That is deeply personal.”
She gestured toward the counter.
“Then perhaps you should sit down before you faint.”
“I don’t faint.”
“You look like you might.”
Oliver sighed and stepped closer.
“Fine. I am buying a ring.”
“Congratulations.”
He looked startled.
“Why?”
The woman smiled.
“Because you finally said it out loud.”
That made him go silent for a second.
He had not expected the sentence to sound that heavy.
Buying a ring was simple.
Saying it out loud made it feel like choosing a life.

The shop was small enough that Oliver had walked past it three times without noticing.
Grace stopped in front of the window.
Oliver took two more steps before realizing she was no longer beside him.
He turned.
"Grace?"
She was staring through the glass.
At a shirt.
Yellow and white stripes.
Simple. Soft. Slightly brighter than anything Oliver usually wore.
Oliver looked at it.
Then at her.
"No."
Grace turned.
"I didn't say anything."
"You were thinking it."
She smiled.
"Was I?"
"Yes."
"What was I thinking?"
"That I need more color in my wardrobe."
Grace looked back at the shirt.
"That wasn't exactly it."
Oliver folded his arms.
"Then I refuse to participate."
She laughed and walked inside.
Oliver followed, mostly because leaving her alone in a clothing store felt more dangerous than entering one.
The shop smelled faintly of cotton and perfume. Grace moved between the racks without any particular hurry, touching fabrics, checking sizes, occasionally holding something up and deciding against it.
Oliver watched her.
"You know," he said, "I own clothes."
"I know."
"Several."
"I know."
"Some of them are even clean."
"That is debatable."
He looked offended.
"I washed that blue shirt."
"Three weeks ago."
"It still counts."
Grace smiled and disappeared behind a rack.
A moment later, she returned holding the yellow-and-white striped shirt.
She held it against him.
Oliver looked down.
Then back at her.
"No."
"Yes."
"Absolutely not."
"Why?"
"Because I look like I'm about to sell lemonade."
Grace laughed.
"You don't."
"I do."
"You look nice."
"That's worse."
She lowered the shirt.
"Why is looking nice worse?"
"Because then people will expect things from me."
"What things?"
"Responsibility."
Grace shook her head.
"You are impossible."
"And yet you continue to follow me around."
"Unfortunately."
She held the shirt against him again.
This time she studied him more carefully.
The yellow wasn't too bright.
The white softened it.
It somehow made him look younger.
Less like the man who spent his days in boardrooms and more like the person Grace knew when nobody else was watching.
She smiled.
"What?"
"Nothing."
"That's your dangerous word."
"What dangerous word?"
"Nothing."
She ignored him and handed the shirt to the shop assistant.
"I'll take this."
Oliver stared at her.
"You bought it?"
Grace nodded.
"For me?"
"No. For the imaginary man standing behind you."
He turned around.
There was nobody there.
Grace laughed.
"You're an idiot."
"You bought me a shirt."
"I did."
"Why?"
She shrugged.
"I saw it."
"That's not an answer."
"It reminded me of you."
Oliver looked at the shirt.
"Yellow?"
"Not the yellow."
"The stripes?"
"Not the stripes."
"Then what?"
Grace thought for a moment.
"You."
He smiled.
"That's annoyingly vague."
"You're annoyingly difficult."
She took the bag from the assistant and handed it to him.
"Here."
Oliver accepted it.
He looked inside.
The shirt was folded neatly.
Yellow.
White.
Simple.
He ran his fingers over the fabric.
"When am I supposed to wear this?"
"Whenever you want."
"That's a terrible gift instruction."
"It's a shirt, Oliver. Not a legal contract."
He laughed.
They stepped outside.
The afternoon sun had begun turning the windows of the buildings gold.
Oliver carried the bag in one hand while Grace walked beside him.
After a few steps, he looked down at it again.
"Grace?"
"Hm?"
"I'm wearing this soon."
She glanced at him.
"Good."
"Very soon."
She smiled.
"Then I expect photographic evidence."
"You'll get it."
"Promise?"
Oliver stopped walking.
He looked at her.
There was something about the question that made him smile differently.
Not the usual smile.
Something quieter.
"Promise."
Grace smiled back.
Then she reached for his hand.
They continued walking.
Neither of them noticed the small shop window behind them.
The yellow-and-white shirt was no longer there.
It had already become part of Oliver's future.
Or at least, he thought it had.

That evening, after Grace had gone home, Oliver opened the bag again.
The shirt lay across his bed.
He picked it up.
Held it against himself in front of the mirror.
He frowned.
"Definitely lemonade."
Then he smiled.
He folded it carefully.
Not into the wardrobe.
Onto the chair beside his bed.
He looked at it for a moment.
Tomorrow.
He didn't know why the word came to him so naturally.
Tomorrow.
He had something to do tomorrow.
Something important.
Something he had been afraid to say out loud.
Oliver reached into the drawer beside his bed.
The ring box was still there.
He looked at the box.
Then at the shirt.
For once, he didn't make a joke.
He simply smiled.
"Tomorrow."


He moved slowly along the display, pretending to examine the rings with the seriousness of a man conducting a board meeting.
In reality, he had no idea what he was doing.
The diamonds all looked the same to him.
Too bright. Too final.
The golds and silvers sat beneath the lights like tiny declarations of intent.
He frowned at one of them.
“How does anyone decide?”
The salesperson folded her hands.
“Usually by knowing who they love.”
Oliver looked up.
Then laughed under his breath.
“That’s unfair.”
“It’s also true.”
He looked back at the rings.
Grace’s face appeared in his mind before he could stop it.
The way she laughed without asking permission.
The way she looked at him like she already knew the joke before he had finished telling it.
The way she never made him feel foolish for being silly.
The way she grounded him by simply standing there.
He swallowed.
The world outside the shop continued moving.
People walked past the window carrying umbrellas, groceries, newspapers. A child tugged at his mother’s hand. A cyclist rang his bell. Morke remained Morke—gentle, busy, alive.
And somewhere in that city, Grace was doing whatever graceful, calm thing she always seemed to do without ever realizing how much space she took up inside him.
He realized, with a sudden clarity that made his throat tighten, that he wanted to keep her close not because she was lovely—
though she was—
but because life made more sense when she was in it.
That frightened him more than he wanted to admit.

“Would you like to see the simpler ones?”
Oliver looked up.
“The simpler ones?”
The woman nodded.
“Not every proposal needs to look like a coronation.”
He almost laughed.
“That is reassuring.”
She slid a tray forward.
Smaller rings.
Less elaborate.
More honest.
Oliver stared at them for a long time.
He had expected to feel pressure.
Or panic.
Or the urge to leave and pretend this had never happened.
Instead, what he felt was quieter.
Strangely certain.
A little ring with a plain band caught his eye.
Not because it shone the brightest.
Because it did not try too hard.
It looked like something that would belong on Grace’s hand without interrupting her.
As if it knew better than to compete with the person wearing it.
He pointed.
“That one.”
The salesperson looked down.
“A good choice.”
Oliver shrugged.
“It seems less likely to accuse me of immaturity.”
She laughed.
“It will forgive you.”
“Excellent. That makes one of us.”

By the time he left the shop, the ring box rested in his coat pocket like a secret trying to behave itself.
Oliver walked the city streets with his hands buried deep in his pockets and his shoulders oddly tight.
He told himself he was only late back to the office because traffic had been slow.
He did not tell himself the truth.
The truth was that his heart had begun behaving like a man approaching a door he could not walk through casually anymore.
He passed the old bakery on Willow Street and bought two warm buns without thinking.
Then a third.
Then sighed.
“Ridiculous.”
The baker looked up.
“You say that every time you buy three.”
Oliver shrugged.
“I am a man of habit.”
“You’re a man of appetite.”
“Same thing.”
The baker grinned and wrapped them in paper.
Oliver took the bag and started walking again, now mildly offended at himself for being unable to buy pastries without turning it into a moral event.

At Andrew’s house, the front gate was already open.
That was Andrew’s way.
He never left anything uncertain if he could help it.
Oliver stepped inside and found him in the garden, tending the flowerbeds with the calm concentration of someone who would have been equally dangerous with a watering can or a sermon.
Andrew looked up.
“You’re late.”
Oliver gave him a bright smile.
“Hello to you too.”
Andrew straightened, watering can in hand.
“I said you’d be back by four.”
Oliver glanced at the sky.
“I was delayed by destiny.”
Andrew stared at him.
Then, after a beat:
“Did destiny have a bakery?”
Oliver held up the paper bag.
“Several.”
Andrew’s expression did not change.
“That explains it.”
Oliver grinned.
“You know me too well.”
“That is a burden, yes.”
Grace appeared at the back door carrying a folded towel.
She was smiling before she even reached the garden.
“You bought pastries.”
Oliver looked at her with mock outrage.
“How do all of you know this about me?”
Grace pointed at the bag.
“You buy pastries when you are nervous.”
Oliver froze.
Andrew, still facing the flowerbed, said, “He also buys pastries when he is avoiding paperwork.”
Oliver looked betrayed.
“Even my coping mechanisms are exposed now?”
Grace laughed.
“That was not even subtle.”
“I am a subtle man.”
Andrew’s voice drifted over, dry and immediate.
“No.”
Oliver pointed in Andrew’s general direction.
“You are both working together against me.”
Andrew finally turned around.
“We have been doing that for years.”
Oliver opened his mouth.
Closed it.
Then smiled despite himself.
That was the thing about them.
Andrew could reduce him to nonsense with one line.
Grace could laugh at him without ever making him feel small.
Between the two of them, his defenses had developed alarming holes.

They carried the pastries inside and sat around the kitchen table while Andrew made tea.
Oliver placed the ring box in the inner pocket of his coat without thinking.
Grace did not see it.
Andrew did.
Of course he did.
He had always had the irritating ability to notice things without appearing to.
He glanced at Oliver once, then down at the tea he was pouring.
Nothing was said.
Oliver was too distracted trying to decide whether his face had gone suspiciously warm.
Grace had already begun talking about her day, the market, a street musician in the square, and the old woman at the flower stall who had insisted on wrapping daisies with too much ribbon.
Oliver listened, but only half his mind stayed on the conversation.
The other half kept circling the ring in his pocket like a nervous guard dog.

At some point Andrew set down his cup and looked at him.
Not sharply.
Just enough.
Oliver was mid-bite when he noticed.
“What?”
Andrew’s gaze moved very briefly toward Oliver’s coat pocket.
Then back to his face.
“Nothing.”
Oliver narrowed his eyes.
“That sounded suspicious.”
“It was not meant to.”
Grace looked between them.
“Why do I feel like I’ve walked into the middle of something?”
Oliver smiled too quickly.
“Because you have.”
Andrew lifted one eyebrow.
Oliver immediately added, “A very harmless something.”
“That is worse,” Grace said.
Andrew quietly took his tea and sat back.
Oliver tried not to look at him.
Failed.
Andrew was still, as always, maddeningly calm.
But there was a tiny shift in the way he held his cup.
A tiny pause.
The kind only Grace would have missed.
Oliver, who had spent his entire life being watched by Andrew, knew that pause immediately.
He swallowed.
Andrew knew.
Of course Andrew knew.
It was impossible to hide a future from the man who had raised him.

After tea, Grace left the table to help put the cups away.
Oliver followed her into the kitchen, unable to stop himself from grinning.
“What?”
Grace looked at him.
“You are behaving like a child who has swallowed a trumpet.”
“That is unfair.”
“It is accurate.”
Oliver placed a hand over his chest.
“I have important thoughts.”
“That’s even more worrying.”
He lowered his voice.
“I may have made a decision.”
Grace turned fully toward him.
Her expression changed just slightly.
Not alarmed.
Interested.
“What kind of decision?”
Oliver opened his mouth.
Then closed it.
A more honest version of himself stood there for a second, fragile and uncertain beneath all the joking.
He looked at her.
Then smiled, smaller this time.
“An annoying one.”
Grace waited.
He reached into his coat pocket.
Not yet taking out the box.
Just resting his fingers against it.
The act alone seemed to steady him.
He looked at her with that strange mixture of silliness and seriousness she had slowly come to understand belonged to him in equal measure.
“I’m not very good at commitments.”
Grace’s lips curved slightly.
“I had noticed.”
He nodded.
“I know I make it look like I’m joking all the time.”
“You do joke all the time.”
“I also mean things while joking.”
That made her smile deepen.
He grew quieter.
“But this one…”
His thumb brushed the edge of the box through the fabric.
“…I don’t want to joke about.”
Grace didn’t speak.
The kitchen had become very still.
Even the house seemed to hold its breath around them.
Oliver took the box out now.
Set it on the counter between them.
He did not open it.
Not yet.
Instead he looked at her, suddenly very plain and very human beneath the silly smile he usually wore like armor.
“I think,” he said softly, “I want to stop pretending that some things can wait forever.”
Grace looked at the box.
Then back at him.
And understood enough to stop teasing him.
She became quiet in a way that told him she was listening to the part of him that did not usually get to speak first.
Oliver exhaled.
“I’m going to ask her.”
Grace’s eyes softened.
“For real?”
“For real.”
He looked briefly embarrassed by the sincerity of his own sentence.
“Yes. For real.”
Grace smiled.
Something warm and almost tender passed through her expression.
“That’s a very brave thing to say.”
Oliver gave a small, helpless laugh.
“It’s terrifying.”
“I know.”
He looked at her more closely.
“You do?”
Grace nodded.
Because she did.
She knew what it cost him.
Not because he feared love.
Because he feared permanence.
Because every joke had always been a tiny escape route.
Because choosing one person meant no longer being able to hide behind the possibility of leaving.
That was courage, even if he dressed it up badly.

The kitchen door behind them opened.
Andrew entered with the towel over one shoulder and an expression that made no comment at all.
But he saw the ring box.
He saw Oliver’s face.
He saw Grace’s softened smile.
And because he loved Oliver in the only way he knew how, he simply nodded once and set the folded dishcloth beside the sink without a word.
Oliver looked at him.
Andrew looked back.
A man who had raised another man understood certain silences immediately.
No congratulations.
No speech.
No approval requested or given.
Just the quiet fact that this boy he had once fed, scolded, and watched grow had decided to become a man in the only way that truly mattered.
By choosing.
Oliver’s grin returned, smaller this time.
“Andrew.”
Andrew raised one eyebrow.
Oliver pointed at the box with ridiculous solemnity.
“I may need your advice.”
Andrew looked at him for a long second.
Then at Grace.
Then back at Oliver.
“About the ring?”
Oliver nodded.
Andrew took a single breath through his nose, the closest he ever came to laughing in public.
“That is unfortunate.”
Oliver looked offended.
“For whom?”
“For me.”
Grace laughed quietly.
Oliver placed a hand over his heart.
“See? This is what I endure.”
Andrew walked past him toward the sink.
“Buy a sensible meal first.”
Oliver blinked.
“Is that your advice?”
“It is the first piece.”
Grace smiled down at the counter.
Oliver looked from one to the other and realized, with a sudden strange tenderness, that neither of them was making him feel foolish for wanting to do this.
Not Andrew.
Not Grace.
The house was simply receiving him, quietly, into the shape of a future he hadn’t yet learned how to hold.
And that, more than anything else, made him certain.
He was going to marry her.

Evening settled over Morke with a softness that made the whole city feel like it was speaking in whispers.
The rain had already passed.
What remained was the smell of wet stone, jasmine from the old boundary walls, and the distant warmth of bakery ovens closing for the night. Streetlights flickered on one by one along Willow Street, turning the puddles on the road into little mirrors.
Andrew's house was quiet when Grace arrived.
Not empty.
Quiet.
There was a difference.
She hesitated at the gate for a moment longer than usual, one hand resting lightly against the strap of her bag. The air felt cooler here, shaded by the old neem tree near the front path. A single lantern glowed beside the porch.
She had visited before.
Still, tonight felt different.
She pressed the bell.
Andrew opened the door almost immediately, as if he had been expecting someone but refusing to admit it.
His spectacles sat low on his nose. He was holding a folded newspaper in one hand and a tea towel in the other.
He looked at her.
Then at the sky behind her.
Then back at her face.
"Oliver is not with you."
Grace smiled, slightly nervous.
"No."
Andrew stepped aside.
"Good. Come in."
She blinked at the word, not because it was unusual, but because it came without any ceremony. As though the house had room for her already.
She walked inside.
The familiar scent of old wood, tea leaves, and something faintly floral reached her immediately. Oliver's shoes were by the door, as always. His watch lay on the side table, the one Andrew insisted he never forgot to take with him even though he always did.
A coat was hanging neatly on the peg.
Oliver's coat.
Andrew had probably picked it up before she arrived.
Grace watched him fold the newspaper and set it carefully on the arm of the sofa.
"You make this look too easy," she said quietly.
Andrew looked at her.
"Making tea?"
"No. Letting people in."
He gave a short, almost invisible shrug.
"That would be a mistake."
She smiled, though her stomach tightened at the tone.
Not harsh.
Just honest.
Andrew glanced toward the kitchen.
"Sit."
Grace obeyed.
The living room was warm from the evening lamp and the kettle already humming in the back.
Andrew moved around the room with a kind of unhurried order that made everything feel safer than it had any right to. He placed the tea tray on the table, brought out two cups, then one more because Oliver never drank his properly and would almost certainly want a second later.
Grace noticed everything.
As she always did.
Andrew did not.
Or pretended not to.
That was his way.
He sat opposite her with the quiet patience of a man who knew that most important things arrived after the first few minutes had gone by.
Grace wrapped both hands around the cup he gave her.
She wasn't sure how to begin.
Andrew waited.
He never rushed people when they were trying to decide what version of themselves to speak with.
The clock on the wall ticked gently.
Somewhere in the back garden, a bird had settled into the lemon tree for the night.
Grace stared down at the tea for a long moment before finally saying, "Oliver went to buy a ring."
Andrew did not move.
But the room seemed to.
Just slightly.
The silence after her words was not cold.
It was aware.
Andrew lowered his cup.
Then looked at her.
Not surprised.
Only very still.
Grace's fingers tightened around the handle of her cup.
"He told me he wanted to do it properly."
Andrew looked at her for a long second.
Then nodded once.
"As he should."
Grace's lips parted slightly.
She hadn't expected that.
Andrew’s voice remained calm.
"Did he ask you to come here?"
"No."
"Then why?"
Grace looked down.
For a moment she didn't answer.
Then she gave a small, almost embarrassed smile.
"Because I wanted to tell someone before I told him."
Andrew said nothing.
His expression did not change.
But his hands, resting against the arm of the chair, had gone very quiet.
Grace inhaled.
Then, before she could lose her courage, she said it.
"I'm pregnant."
The words left the room untouched for half a second before landing in it with all their weight.
Andrew stared at her.
Not with shock.
With the solemnity of a man who understood exactly what had just been placed in his care.
Grace’s voice softened.
"I was going to tell Oliver tomorrow."
She looked up at him, uncertainty flickering briefly across her face.
"He said he wanted to meet me at our place."
Andrew still did not speak.
Grace continued, quieter now.
"I just didn't want to keep it inside any longer."
Andrew lowered his eyes to the tea.
He took one slow breath.
Then another.
When he looked back at her, something in his face had shifted—not outwardly, not enough for anyone careless to notice, but Grace had learned to look closely.
She saw it.
The tiny, guarded warmth hidden beneath the reserve.
He set his cup down very carefully.
"Does he know you are here?"
"No."
"Good."
Grace blinked.
Andrew leaned back in his chair, his face still composed, his voice even.
"It will be better if the boy reaches the end of his own courage before he is interrupted."
Despite herself, Grace laughed softly.
"I think that's the nicest thing anyone has ever said to me about Oliver."
"It was not nice."
"It was caring."
Andrew looked at her for a moment.
Then, as if the subject had become too exposed for him to handle directly, he rose and walked to the small cabinet near the window.
He opened it.
Inside were medicines, folded handkerchiefs, spare spectacles, and a box of tea he kept separately because Oliver always used too much sugar and then acted offended when the tea didn't taste like a desert.
Andrew took out a blanket and returned it to the back of the sofa.
Grace watched him quietly.
He was not offering praise.
Not blessing the news.
Not speaking the sort of sentences people in stories spoke when they learned a life was beginning.
He was simply making the room ready.
There was something deeply moving in that.
Andrew returned to his chair.
He folded his hands together once, then spoke, as if choosing each word carefully.
"You should tell him yourself."
Grace nodded.
"I will."
"And not tomorrow morning."
"No."
She looked down at her cup.
"Tomorrow evening."
Andrew's eyes narrowed very slightly.
"Why then?"
Grace smiled.
"I want to see his face when he thinks he's about to tell me something brave."
Andrew went still for one beat.
Then, unexpectedly, a corner of his mouth moved.
Just once.
The smallest suggestion of amusement.
"That would be fair."
Grace looked up quickly, delighted.
"You smiled."
"I did not."
"You did."
Andrew reached for his tea again as though the matter had already been settled.
Grace smiled into her cup.
He let her.

A few minutes passed in comfortable silence.
Then Grace said, almost shyly, "I was afraid you'd be upset."
Andrew answered without looking at her.
"Why?"
"Because... Oliver."
That finally made him glance up.
Grace laughed a little at herself.
"He is your problem."
"He is my responsibility."
"Same thing."
Andrew's brows drew together.
"That is not the same thing."
"It is when you love someone."
The room went still.
Grace regretted the words immediately only because she had said them so plainly.
Andrew lowered his eyes again.
But he did not deny it.
He simply placed his teacup back onto the saucer and said, in a voice so quiet it almost blended into the ticking clock, "Yes."
Grace felt the warmth of that one word more than any speech could have carried.
It was not for her.
It was for Oliver.
And perhaps that made it even more powerful.
She looked at Andrew with a softness that had not been there before.
"You're going to be difficult about this, aren't you?"
Andrew looked at her.
"About what?"
"The baby."
He considered that for a moment.
Then gave a very slight shrug.
"Only if Oliver becomes unbearable."
Grace laughed.
"He already is."
"Then I will suffer as always."
She smiled.
The silence between them this time was different.
A little fuller.
Not because they had become closer in any sudden way.
But because something important had been entrusted.
Andrew rose to put the kettle back on low heat, then returned with a plate of biscuits.
He placed them on the table.
Grace looked at him.
"You knew I hadn't eaten."
"No."
She raised an eyebrow.
"I suspect."
That made her laugh again.
Andrew nodded once, satisfied.
Then, because he had already done enough in one evening to make the room feel gentler than before, he turned toward the shelf by the door and picked up Oliver's watch.
He held it a moment, checking the time, then carefully set it back down.
Grace watched him.
"You do that for him a lot."
Andrew did not answer immediately.
He turned the watch over in his hand, thumb resting lightly against the cracked strap.
Then he said, "He forgets to keep time."
Grace looked at him.
Andrew continued, almost to himself, "So I do it for him."
It was such a small sentence.
And yet it held everything.
Grace lowered her gaze, suddenly understanding why this man felt less like a guardian and more like a quiet pillar the whole world forgot to thank.
She looked toward the hall, where Oliver's shoes waited by the door.
Then back at Andrew.
"He's lucky."
Andrew put the watch down.
"No."
He said it without force.
Without modesty.
Just truth.
Grace went still.
Andrew looked at her then, and for the first time that evening there was something unmistakably fatherly in the way he held her gaze.
Not possessive.
Not invasive.
Simply certain.
"He is fortunate to have found someone who will not make his life smaller."
Grace's eyes softened.
Andrew looked back at the watch.
"And you are fortunate to have found someone who will try, even badly, to make it better."
Grace smiled, feeling the edge of her throat tighten.
"I think that was your approval."
Andrew made a small sound that might have been a laugh if he had allowed it to become one.
"It was tea."
Grace smiled wider.
"It sounded like approval."
"It was tea."
She shook her head, amused and touched at once.

When she stood to leave, Andrew walked her to the door.
He handed her her umbrella before she even asked for it.
Grace smiled.
"How did you know?"
Andrew looked at her with the same calm he reserved for obvious things.
"It rained yesterday."
She laughed softly.
"And Oliver?"
"He forgot his coat."
"Again?"
"Naturally."
Grace slipped the umbrella into her hand.
Then, at the threshold, she paused.
She had not meant to say anything else.
But the warmth of the house and the quiet certainty in his presence made the words find their own way out.
"Andrew..."
He looked at her.
She hesitated, then smiled with a small, almost private tenderness.
"Thank you."
He nodded once.
For the tea.
For the silence.
For not making the moment larger than it needed to be.
For understanding without demanding explanation.
Then Grace added, almost under her breath, with a little shy laughter in it,
"Goodnight, Godfather."
Andrew did not react at once.
Only one second passed.
Then two.
Grace watched him carefully.
His face did not change.
Not visibly.
But something in the air did.
Something settled.
Something accepted.
Andrew looked at her as if the word had already known where it belonged.
"Goodnight," he said.
Nothing more.
Grace smiled, turned, and stepped out into the cool Morke evening.
Behind her, the door closed softly.
Andrew remained still for a moment in the hallway.
Then he walked back to the living room.
He picked up his journal from the table, opened it to a fresh page, and wrote with deliberate care.
Some blessings arrive quietly.
Some are not understood until they begin to grow.
He paused.
Then added one more line.
Oliver is going to panic tomorrow.
That, at least, felt certain.
Andrew closed the journal.
Outside, Morke continued breathing through the night.
Inside, a future had quietly taken shape.
And the only person in the house who understood it fully... was the one most determined not to speak of it until it mattered.

Morke had gone soft by night.
The streets outside the café windows glistened beneath the lamps. A tram crossed the far end of Willow Street with a gentle metallic sigh. Somewhere down the road, a bakery was closing its shutters. The smell of rain still lingered in the air, though the clouds had long since moved on.
For most of the city, it was just another evening.
For two people, it was the last night before everything changed.

Oliver sat alone in his office with the curtains half-drawn and the lights turned low.
Not because he wanted the atmosphere.
Because he was trying to be dramatic and failing.
A small ring box sat in front of him on the desk.
He stared at it as though it might suddenly offer advice.
It did not.
He leaned back in the chair and rubbed his face with both hands.
"Terrible idea."
The box remained silent.
He pointed at it.
"I know what you're doing."
Nothing.
"You are judging me."
Still nothing.
Oliver narrowed his eyes.
"Andrew does that too, but with more dignity."
He reached for the box, opened it, and looked at the ring inside.
It was simple.
That was what had convinced him.
Not the size.
Not the brilliance.
The simplicity.
The plainness of it made it feel honest.
It looked like something that would belong to Grace without trying to compete with her.
He smiled to himself.
Then immediately looked embarrassed for smiling at a ring.
"Fine."
He cleared his throat and stood.
"If I am going to do this, I need to practice."
He turned toward the empty room.
He folded his hands behind his back.
Then frowned.
"No."
Too stiff.
He tried again, shoulders square, voice lower.
"Grace, I have something important to ask you."
He stopped.
Winced.
"No. That sounds like I am announcing a tax audit."
He tried a third time.
"Grace, I have made a decision."
Still no.
He groaned and dropped back into the chair.
"This is ridiculous."
He looked at the ring box again.
"Why didn't you come with instructions?"
It did not answer.
Because, naturally, he had expected a ring to be more helpful than his own brain.
After a long moment, he laughed softly to himself.
This was what loving Grace had done to him.
It had made him reckless in a new direction.
Before her, commitment had always felt like a wall.
Now it felt like a door he was finally ready to walk through.
Still terrifying.
Still absurd.
But no longer impossible.
He lifted the box once more and closed it carefully.
Tomorrow.
He would ask her tomorrow.
Not because he had to.
Because he wanted to.
That thought alone was enough to make his chest tighten.

Across the city, in a quieter part of Morke, Grace stood by her window with one hand resting lightly over her stomach.
The house was still.
Her room was lit only by the yellow glow of the bedside lamp and the pale reflection of the streetlight outside.
On the bed beside her lay the simple dress she had chosen for tomorrow.
She had tried on three others before deciding that the first one had been the most honest.
Not too formal.
Not too careful.
Just her.
She looked at herself in the mirror.
Then away.
Then back again.
Her fingers slowly traced the edge of the envelope on the table.
Inside was a small note she had written and rewritten five times.
She had not shown it to Andrew.
Had not shown it to anyone.
Not because she was ashamed.
Because some truths wanted the right moment.
And this one felt like it belonged to Oliver alone.
She sat down on the bed and took a slow breath.
Then another.
Her hand drifted back to her stomach.
The knowledge there was still new enough to feel unreal.
Not frightening.
Not yet.
Just luminous.
A secret with weight.
A future with a pulse.
She smiled to herself before she could stop it.
Then let the smile fade into something more thoughtful.
Tomorrow, Oliver would propose.
She knew it somehow.
Not because he had said so.
Because the last few days had been full of a strange, bright energy he could not quite hide.
He had been more distracted than usual.
Which, from Oliver, meant he was either in love, in trouble, or both.
Grace could tell the difference now.
She stood and walked to the mirror again.
Took a breath.
Then spoke aloud, softly, just to hear the words in the room.
"Oliver..."
She stopped.
No.
Too fragile.
She shook her head, smiling at herself.
Then tried again.
"Oliver, I'm pregnant."
The sentence hovered in the room for a second before the silence swallowed it.
She stared at her own reflection.
Then laughed quietly.
Not because it was funny.
Because it was real.
The sound of it made her eyes sting unexpectedly.
She sat back down on the edge of the bed.
Tomorrow.
She would tell him tomorrow.
Not by accident.
Not in panic.
At their place.
When the moment was calm enough to hold it.
She imagined his face when he heard the news.
The stunned silence first.
Then the grin.
Then the terrible, ridiculous sentence he would absolutely say before becoming serious enough to make her want to laugh and cry at the same time.
She could hear it already.
Something impossibly Oliver.
Something affectionate and silly.
Something that would make this whole night glow brighter.
She smiled again.
This time it stayed.

At Andrew's house, the kitchen light remained on.
Oliver had returned there after his late meeting, still carrying the ring box in the inner pocket of his coat like it might escape if he let it.
Andrew was in the kitchen, reading the newspaper with the air of a man fully aware that the world was in trouble and unwilling to help it without tea.
Oliver entered too quietly.
Andrew looked up at once.
"You are making too much silence."
Oliver blinked.
"Is that possible?"
"It is for you."
Oliver grinned, then came forward and leaned against the counter.
"I am trying to be mysterious."
"You are failing."
"That hurt."
"It was intended to."
Oliver pressed a hand to his chest in mock injury, but his eyes kept drifting toward the room beyond, as though his future had taken up too much space inside him to let the teasing settle fully.
Andrew noticed, of course.
He always did.
He folded the newspaper once.
"Are you ill?"
Oliver blinked.
"No."
"Then why are you acting as though you are about to confess a crime?"
Oliver laughed under his breath and looked away.
"I may have bought something today."
Andrew's gaze moved to his coat.
Then back to his face.
"You always buy things."
"That is true."
Andrew waited.
Oliver gave a helpless smile.
"This one is... slightly more expensive."
Andrew said nothing.
Oliver leaned a little closer, voice dropping into the same half-joking tone he used when he was afraid to be serious.
"Tomorrow might be a very important day."
That was all he said.
But Andrew heard the words beneath the words.
He looked at Oliver for a long second, then gave the smallest nod.
"I see."
Oliver looked up quickly.
"You do?"
"No."
Oliver frowned.
"Then why did you say that?"
Andrew returned to the newspaper.
"Because you wanted me to understand without asking."
Oliver stared at him.
Then laughed softly.
"I hate that you know me."
Andrew did not look up.
"You do not."
Oliver smiled, because it was true.

Back in her room, Grace finally lay down and switched off the lamp.
The envelope remained on the bedside table.
Her hand stayed over her stomach for a long moment before she let it fall.
Tomorrow.
She would tell him tomorrow.
She closed her eyes and pictured the place where they had promised to meet.
Not a grand place.
Not a dramatic one.
Just theirs.
The kind of place that already felt like a memory waiting to happen.
At the same time, across the city, Oliver opened the ring box one last time before placing it carefully in the top drawer of his desk.
Tomorrow.
He would ask her tomorrow.
Not because he doubted the answer.
Because he wanted to hear it spoken.
He wanted the moment.
He wanted the future to become real in front of him.
He wanted to be brave.
For once.
For her.
Neither of them knew that the other was carrying a secret.
Neither of them knew that tomorrow would arrive carrying both joy and ruin in the same hands.
And somewhere in Morke, the night continued to breathe softly over the rooftops, patient and indifferent, while two people slept with separate futures tucked against their hearts.
One ring.
One child.
Two truths.
And a morning waiting to break them apart.

Morke had already begun dimming its lights when Oliver returned home.
Not all at once.
The way the city always did it.
A few shop windows first.
Then the upper floors of old buildings.
Then the streetlamps along Willow Street, one by one, like patient hands reaching down to pull the evening over the rooftops.
The air still carried the scent of rain, though the roads were dry now. Warm bread drifted from the bakery at the corner. Somewhere farther off, a tram crossed a bridge with a soft metallic sigh.
Oliver stood for a moment at the gate, one hand still on his car door, the other already inside his coat pocket.
The ring box pressed lightly against his fingers.
He smiled to himself.
Then immediately looked embarrassed by the smile.
"Calm down," he muttered to no one in particular.
The house, naturally, did not answer.
He straightened his jacket, took one breath he pretended was casual, and walked up the path.
The front door opened before he could knock.
Andrew stood there with a towel over one shoulder and his spectacles low on his nose, as if he had been waiting for Oliver to return but had decided he would not admit to waiting.
He looked at his watch.
Then at Oliver.
Then back at his watch.
"You are late."
Oliver blinked.
"That's your welcome?"
"It is accurate."
"I was only ten minutes."
Andrew's expression did not change.
"Twenty."
Oliver frowned.
"You counted?"
"Someone has to."
Oliver smiled despite himself and stepped inside.
The house was warm.
Not with heat alone.
With habit.
A lamp glowed in the hall. The old wooden floor still held the evening's footsteps. Oliver's coat was already hanging by the peg, though he had no memory of taking it off the last time he'd been here.
That was Andrew.
He never made a fuss.
He simply made sure things returned to where they belonged.
Oliver stopped near the doorway and looked toward the kitchen.
"Tea?"
Andrew was already walking that way.
"You ask as though you have a choice."
"I do have a choice."
"You do not."
Oliver followed him into the kitchen, grinning.
"That is cruel."
"It is tea."
The kettle was already heating.
Oliver leaned against the counter and watched Andrew move around the kitchen with his usual unhurried precision. A cloth folded once. A cup set down. A plate adjusted so it was centered exactly where Andrew wanted it. Everything had its place because Andrew had given it one.
Grace was not there yet.
The thought made Oliver glance toward the clock.
Andrew noticed, of course.
"She will arrive when she arrives."
Oliver looked innocent.
"I wasn't checking."
"You were checking."
"I was admiring the clock."
"You were checking."
Oliver sighed dramatically and held up both hands.
"I surrender."
Andrew poured the tea.
"You never do."
Oliver smiled and said nothing, because there was no point denying what the house already knew.
Andrew set a cup down in front of him.
No sugar.
The right amount of milk.
Exactly how Oliver liked it even though he always claimed he did not care.
Oliver looked at the cup.
Then at Andrew.
Then back at the cup.
"You are frighteningly consistent."
Andrew sat opposite him.
"That is not a compliment."
"It was meant to be."
"It failed."
Oliver smiled into the tea and took a sip.
For a while, neither of them spoke.
The sound of the kettle settling was followed by the faint hum of the refrigerator, the tick of the wall clock, the soft noise of leaves brushing against the back window.
A house with two men in it could still be quiet.
Especially when one of them had spent his whole life learning to speak through routine.
Oliver set the cup down at last and leaned back in his chair.
"Did Grace call?"
Andrew looked over the rim of his own cup.
"No."
Oliver nodded.
"Good."
Andrew waited.
Oliver looked a little too carefully at the table.
"I mean... not good. Just... normal."
Andrew's eyes narrowed in the faintest possible way.
"You are nervous."
Oliver laughed too quickly.
"No."
"You are."
"I am not."
Andrew took another slow sip of tea.
"Then why are you sitting like a man about to be judged by Parliament?"
Oliver stared at him.
"That was unnecessarily specific."
"It was also true."
Oliver looked toward the hallway, then to the clock, then back at Andrew.
He tried to make a joke.
Failed halfway through it.
"Maybe I am simply excited."
"For what?"
Oliver opened his mouth.
Closed it.
The ring box pressed warm and heavy against his side, as if it knew exactly how little room it had left inside his coat before becoming real.
Andrew did not ask again.
He never chased what Oliver had not yet offered.
That, more than anything else, was one of the reasons Oliver trusted him.

A newspaper lay folded beside Andrew's chair.
Oliver glanced at it and recognized the headline before Andrew had even touched it.
He nodded toward it.
"Is it worse today?"
Andrew's gaze dropped to the paper.
"Yes."
Oliver's joking expression softened a little.
The city had been quieter on the surface these last few weeks.
Too quiet.
The sort of quiet that made people lower their voices without understanding why.
He reached out, unfolded the paper, and read the headline himself.
ANOTHER RESIDENT REPORTED MISSING
Morke Police Continue Investigation
Oliver frowned.
"There have been eight now."
Andrew said nothing.
Oliver looked up.
"Eight, Andrew."
"I can count."
"It's getting worse."
Andrew folded the paper back in half.
"It already was."
Oliver stared at him for a second.
That was Andrew’s way.
He never said more than the truth, and the truth had a way of sounding harsher when he spoke it calmly.
Oliver looked down at the paper.
"People just... vanish."
Andrew's fingers tightened slightly around the cup.
"People vanish long before anyone notices."
Oliver looked up at him then.
Andrew had not looked at the paper in a while.
He was looking beyond it.
Not at the headline.
At something it reminded him of.
Oliver knew him too well to miss that.
He leaned forward slightly.
"You've seen this before."
Andrew did not answer.
Oliver softened his tone.
"Not this exactly."
"No."
Andrew set his cup down with care.
"Something like it."
Oliver waited.
Andrew's eyes remained on the window.
"City people always think danger arrives loudly."
His voice was very quiet.
"But most of it begins with a missing hour."
Oliver frowned.
"A missing hour?"
Andrew nodded once.
"Then two."
"Then a day."
Oliver watched him carefully now.
Andrew was not being dramatic.
He never was.
The line sat in the room between them, plain and unsettling.
Oliver attempted to lighten it, as he usually did when sincerity lingered too long in the air.
"That is a deeply unsettling sentence for a man who makes tea."
Andrew looked at him.
"Tea is how I survive unsettling sentences."
That made Oliver laugh.
Andrew did not smile.
But the corners of his eyes moved just enough that Grace, if she had been there, would have noticed.
Oliver, as usual, noticed later.

He reached into his coat pocket, almost absently.
The ring box was still there.
Still waiting.
He did not take it out.
Not yet.
Instead, he pulled out his phone and checked the time.
6:43 p.m.
He frowned.
Then looked toward the hall.
Then toward the front door.
Then back at Andrew.
"She said she'd be here around seven."
Andrew nodded.
"Then she will."
Oliver gave him a long look.
"You say that as though the universe is afraid of disappointing her."
Andrew responded without looking up.
"It should be."
Oliver laughed.
"That is the most dramatic thing you have ever said."
"It was not dramatic."
"It absolutely was."
Andrew finally looked at him properly.
"Do you need to be alone for a few minutes?"
Oliver went still.
He had not expected that.
Andrew's voice remained level.
"You have the face."
Oliver pointed at himself.
"What face?"
"The one you wear when you are trying to stay cheerful and failing."
Oliver swallowed.
He looked away first.
Andrew did not press.
That was the thing about him.
He asked the right question once.
Then left room for the answer.
Oliver leaned back in the chair and exhaled.
"No."
Andrew watched him.
Oliver smiled, smaller now.
"I am fine."
Andrew held his gaze a moment longer, then gave a brief nod.
"Good."
That single word carried more permission than concern.
Oliver looked almost grateful.
Then, because he was Oliver, he immediately ruined the seriousness with a crooked grin.
"If I did need to be alone, would you send me to the garden or the study?"
Andrew considered.
"The garden."
"Why?"
"Because the study contains things you would break if left unsupervised."
Oliver clutched his chest in mock pain.
"I feel misunderstood."
"You are."
That was enough to pull the moment back to lighter ground.
Oliver laughed.
Andrew let him.

The front doorbell rang at exactly seven oh two.
Oliver stood so quickly he nearly knocked his chair back.
Andrew looked at him.
"Too much?"
"Only slightly."
Andrew opened the front door before Oliver had time to decide whether he should look composed.
Grace stood on the threshold with a small smile and a folded umbrella in one hand.
The evening light behind her softened her face.
She looked beautiful in the most dangerous way.
The kind of beautiful that did not demand to be noticed.
The kind that was impossible not to notice.
Oliver forgot what he had been about to say.
Which was probably for the best.
Grace looked at him and smiled wider.
"You look nervous."
Oliver blinked.
"I do not."
Andrew stepped aside.
"You do."
Oliver turned toward him in betrayal.
"That is a family trait."
Grace laughed softly and walked in.
Oliver immediately recovered enough to become himself again.
"I was not nervous."
She raised an eyebrow.
"You were standing as though the floor had insulted you."
"It did."
Grace looked at him carefully.
"Did you eat?"
Oliver looked offended.
"I am deeply offended that you think I would forget."
Andrew answered from the kitchen.
"He forgot lunch."
Oliver closed his eyes.
Grace smiled.
"I knew it."
"I was busy."
Andrew brought Grace a cup of tea without asking what she wanted.
She looked at it.
Then at him.
"How did you know?"
Andrew gave the same answer he always did for obvious things.
"It is what you drink here."
Grace smiled, touched more than she showed.
"Thank you."
Oliver watched the exchange and immediately decided he no longer liked the level of calm in the room.
"Right."
He clapped his hands once.
"Tea. Conversation. Normal things."
Grace looked at him.
"That sounds suspiciously like a distraction."
"It is."
"From what?"
Oliver pointed at the tea.
"From the tea."
Andrew finally allowed himself the smallest hint of irritation.
"Sit down, Oliver."
Oliver sat.
Grace did too.
And for a moment, the room settled.
The kind of settling that happened only when everyone present had already become too important to one another to waste time pretending otherwise.

Dinner had not been announced.
It had simply happened.
Andrew had made soup.
Oliver had insisted on bread.
Grace had brought dessert from the bakery on Willow Street because she had "not come empty-handed," though Andrew pointed out that Oliver had already done that twice.
Oliver talked too much.
Grace laughed at the correct moments.
Andrew corrected both of them just enough to keep the conversation honest.
It felt, for a little while, like the kind of evening people built entire lives around without ever realizing they had.
Oliver was in the middle of telling Grace a wildly exaggerated story about a board meeting when his phone vibrated against the table.
He looked at it.
Frowned.
Then silenced it.
Grace noticed immediately.
"Work?"
Oliver smiled too easily.
"Trying to be."
Andrew looked at him.
"You should answer."
Oliver shook his head.
"No."
Grace looked between them.
"Everything okay?"
Oliver nodded.
"Yes."
Andrew knew that tone.
Grace did too, now.
It was Oliver's cheerful lie.
Not dishonest in the cruel sense.
Just protective.
He smiled at Grace.
"I am refusing adulthood for the rest of the evening."
She smiled back.
"How noble."
"I try."
Andrew said nothing.
But he did lean back in his chair and look at Oliver with that familiar expression of faint disapproval that always hid a great deal of relief.
Oliver noticed it and grinned.
"Don't worry. The company has not exploded."
Grace looked curious.
"You say that as though it might."
"It might."
Oliver thought for a second.
"Probably not, though."
Andrew took a calm sip of tea.
"It will survive your absence."
Oliver pointed at him.
"That was hurtful."
"It was meant to keep you humble."
"I am humble."
Grace nearly choked on her tea.
Andrew raised one eyebrow.
Oliver turned to her indignantly.
"Do you see what I deal with?"
Grace set the cup down, laughing.
"I think you deserve each other."
Oliver gasped.
"That sounds like an accusation."
"It is."
Andrew's mouth moved by the smallest amount.
The closest thing to approval he ever gave in public.

Later, after the plates had been cleared and the house had settled again, Oliver stood near the window with Grace while Andrew was in the kitchen washing dishes.
The water ran softly.
A kettle clicked off in the background.
Morke outside the glass was a wash of lamplight and shadow.
Grace looked at him.
"You disappeared for a minute."
Oliver blinked.
"When?"
"Just now."
He frowned.
"I wasn't gone."
"You were thinking."
He stared at her.
"...That's unfair."
"It is also true."
Oliver leaned one shoulder against the window frame.
Grace lowered her voice.
"You've been odd all evening."
He looked at her.
"I have not."
She folded her arms.
"Oliver."
He tried for a smile.
Failed.
Then he became quiet.
There it was again.
That thin edge in his voice when the joke could not quite reach the place it usually covered.
Grace noticed it immediately.
"What is it?"
He shook his head.
"Nothing."
She did not believe him.
But she also did not press.
She simply waited.
Oliver looked toward the kitchen door where Andrew was still moving around in the soft light.
Then back to Grace.
His hand drifted toward his coat pocket.
But he stopped before touching it.
Grace noticed that too.
And because she had learned him well enough now to know when he was circling something important, she stepped a little closer.
"Oliver."
He looked at her.
Not the joking look.
The real one.
She spoke gently.
"You don't have to carry every thought by yourself."
His throat moved.
For a moment he looked as though he might answer honestly.
Then the old reflex returned and saved him from it.
He smiled, a little crookedly.
"I know."
Grace searched his face.
"You do know that, right?"
He nodded.
Too quickly.
Then, quieter:
"I just..."
He stopped.
Looked away.
Grace followed his gaze.
The kitchen light glowed warm through the doorway.
Andrew was setting the last plate into the drying rack.
The house felt steady.
Safe.
As though it had done this a thousand times and would do it a thousand more.
Oliver looked back at Grace and smiled again, but this time the smile was smaller.
Almost fragile.
"I want tonight to go well."
Grace's eyes softened.
"It will."
He looked at her for a second longer than usual.
Then said, with the kind of sincerity he usually buried under a joke before anyone could notice it:
"I know."
A pause.
Then, as if the words had escaped before he could stop them, he added quietly:
"I just want... one night where nothing goes wrong."
Grace didn't answer right away.
Because there was something in the sentence that sounded less like anxiety and more like longing.
She reached for his hand.
He let her.
From the kitchen, Andrew's voice called out, calm and practical as ever.
"If you two are finished standing there, the tea will become undrinkable."
Oliver immediately brightened again.
"See?"
He squeezed Grace's hand once.
"That's my cue to survive."
Grace smiled.
Andrew appeared in the doorway a moment later, drying his hands on a towel.
He glanced at them both.
At Oliver's expression.
At Grace's hand in Oliver's.
Then at the clock.
"She should have called by now."
Oliver frowned slightly.
"Who?"
Andrew looked up.
"Grace."
Oliver didn't immediately understand why the name had sounded so sharp in Andrew's mouth.
Then the phone on the sideboard rang.
Once.
Twice.
The house went quiet.
Andrew moved first.
He crossed the room and picked it up.
Oliver's smile had already begun to fade before Andrew brought the receiver to his ear.
"Hello."
A pause.
His face changed almost instantly.
Not dramatically.
Worse.
Quietly.
The blood drained from his features in a way that made the room feel suddenly much smaller.
Oliver straightened.
"Andrew?"
Andrew did not answer.
His eyes were fixed on nothing.
Then, very slowly, he lowered the receiver halfway and looked toward Oliver.
The silence that followed was not empty.
It was full.
Full of something neither of them had words for yet.
Oliver took one step forward.
"Andrew...?"
And for the first time that evening, the house no longer felt like it was holding them safely.
It felt like it had just begun to let go.

The house was too quiet.
Not empty.
Just waiting.
Grace stood in the little kitchen with both hands resting lightly on the counter, looking out through the window at the narrow lane beyond the gate. The evening air had cooled into something gentle and thin, carrying the smell of wet earth and distant jasmine. A lamp glowed above the doorway, spilling a warm circle of light across the tiles.
She checked the clock again.
Then smiled at herself for checking it at all.
“Oliver,” she whispered, as though saying his name softly enough might keep the moment from changing.
Her other hand drifted, almost unconsciously, to her stomach.
She closed her eyes for a second.
Then opened them again.
The smile returned.
He would be here soon.
He had said so.
He had said it with that bright, absurd confidence he wore when he was trying very hard to sound casual and failing beautifully at it.
Grace walked to the table and set down the envelope she had brought with her.
The note inside was folded neatly.
She had rewritten it too many times already.
It seemed silly now, sitting there unopened at the edge of the table, as if the words inside were too small to carry what they meant.
She sat down opposite it and looked around the room.
This was not her home.
Not exactly.
But it already felt like one of those places people remembered later and realized had been shaping their lives all along.
The chair Oliver always pulled out a little too far and then pushed back in with a laugh.
The mug Andrew always kept on the right side of the shelf because Oliver would otherwise reach for the wrong one and complain the whole day.
The coat hanging by the door.
The watch on the sideboard.
Little traces.
Proof that a life was already in motion here.
A life she had begun to belong to without noticing where it had started.
Grace smiled again, quieter this time.
Then she looked toward the door.
Still no Oliver.
She stood and crossed the room slowly, one hand brushing the back of the couch as she passed. The house had a stillness to it that felt affectionate. Not lonely. Not yet. It felt like a room holding its breath.
Outside, a scooter passed once and faded into the street beyond.
Somewhere farther off, a dog barked.
The city moved on.
Grace did not.
She checked the clock again.
Then laughed softly at herself.
“Patience,” she murmured.
Her reflection in the dark window looked back at her.
Grace touched her stomach again and lowered her voice almost to a whisper.
“Not yet.”
She had told Andrew.
She still could hardly believe she had.
The memory of it made her smile differently now.
He had not reacted loudly.
Of course he hadn’t.
Andrew had only looked at her with that solemn, careful kindness of his, as though she had placed something fragile in his hands and he had accepted the responsibility without speaking of it.
She had felt understood in a way that still made her chest ache when she thought about it.
Godfather, she had called him.
She did not know exactly why the word had come.
Only that it had felt right.
Like a door quietly closing into place.
She looked toward the window again.
Oliver would laugh when she told him.
He would probably say something ridiculous first.
Then forget to be silly for half a second.
Then become too earnest.
Then immediately try to save himself with another joke.
She could already hear him.
She smiled.
The thought was enough to keep the room warm.

A faint sound reached her from outside.
Not a knock.
Not yet.
Just the gate.
Grace straightened instinctively.
She moved toward the hallway, then stopped.
No.
Not Oliver.
Too soon.
The minute hand on the clock had not yet reached where it needed to be.
She frowned lightly and looked back at the door.
The sound did not come again.
Grace exhaled and laughed softly at herself.
“You’re imagining things,” she said.
The house did not disagree.
She stepped into the kitchen again and filled the kettle just to give her hands something to do.
The tap ran briefly.
Then stopped.
The kettle clicked in the silence as she set it down.
Her mind drifted back to Oliver.
To his face earlier that evening when he’d looked at her as though he had something carefully folded inside his coat that might change the shape of the world.
The ring.
She knew, or at least thought she knew.
Not because he had said it.
Because Oliver’s nervousness had become legible to her now.
He hid things with the enthusiasm of a man convinced no one could ever see him.
It was one of his more charming failures.
Grace smiled into the quiet room.
Tomorrow, she thought.
Tomorrow he would ask.
Tomorrow she would tell him.
Everything would happen at the same time.
She could almost feel the shape of that future standing just beyond the door.
A home.
A marriage.
A child.
A life still so new it felt like light behind a curtain.
Her hand rested over her stomach again.
The gesture had become familiar quickly.
Intimate.
Private.
Something inside her had begun to exist without needing permission.
She looked at the table.
At the envelope.
Then at the clock.
The smile stayed.

At some point she heard footsteps.
Not near the house.
Farther off, in the lane.
Grace turned toward the window.
A figure passed at the end of the street.
Too far away to see clearly.
Just a shadow under a streetlight.
She waited.
The figure kept walking.
Not toward the house.
Past it.
Grace frowned slightly and let out a breath she had not realized she was holding.
The kettle had not yet whistled.
The house still had not begun to change.
So she sat down again.
And waited.

Minutes passed.
Then more.
The room grew dimmer as evening deepened.
Grace touched the envelope on the table and slid it toward herself.
She had not planned to read it again.
But she did.
Only the fold.
Only the edge.
As if checking that it was still there.
Her fingers paused there.
Then settled.
Oliver would be late.
He would say it was the traffic.
Or the office.
Or some board member who had mistaken panic for urgency.
He would apologize.
She would pretend to be annoyed.
He would make her laugh.
It would all feel ridiculous later.
That was what she told herself.
She smiled at the thought and looked up toward the clock.
The second hand moved on.
The lamp above the table buzzed faintly.
A soft sound came from outside.
This time closer.
Grace stood at once.
She crossed to the window and looked down into the lane.
Nothing.
Only the wet road.
The gate.
The little patch of garden beginning to darken in the evening.
No Oliver.
No car.
No footsteps.
She frowned.
The smile faded just a little.
Then she looked back at the table.
At the envelope.
At the half-filled kettle.
At the room waiting for two people who had each promised to arrive carrying something they had not yet shared.
Grace took a slow breath.
“It’s fine,” she told herself.
And for a moment, it almost was.

The house remained quiet.
The clock kept ticking.
The lane outside stayed empty.
Grace touched her stomach one last time, then crossed back toward the door and opened it.
The street beyond was calm.
Dim.
Still.
The streetlamp at the corner cast a pale halo on the pavement.
The gate stood where it always had.
The wind moved lightly through the hedge.
Nothing else.
Grace stepped out onto the porch and looked around once more.
“Oliver?”
Her voice was gentle.
Not afraid.
Not yet.
Only hopeful.
There was no answer.
She waited.
Then smiled, almost shyly, as if he might be hiding somewhere simply to watch her worry.
“Oliver,” she called again.
Still nothing.
The evening air touched her face.
Far off, a bell rang somewhere in the city.
One.
Two.
Three.
Grace turned back toward the house.
And for the first time that night, she felt it.
Not danger.
Only the shape of absence.
She hesitated in the doorway.
Then stepped back inside and closed the door softly behind her.
The lamp flickered once.
Then steadied.
Grace stood alone in the room with the envelope in her hand and the future still warm inside her chest.
She looked at the clock.
Then at the door.
Then at the empty lane beyond it.
And waited.

Oliver woke to Andrew’s voice.
Not loud.
Not panicked.
Just enough to cross the dark and reach him.
“Oliver.”
He opened his eyes slowly.
The room was dim, lit only by the thin blue spill of early morning pressing through the curtains.
For a moment he did not understand where he was.
Then he remembered.
The ring.
Grace.
The night before.
The shape of the promise waiting at the end of today.
He pushed himself upright and frowned at Andrew, who stood near the door with one hand on the frame and the other hanging uselessly at his side.
Something was wrong.
Oliver sat up fully.
“What happened?”
Andrew did not answer.
Oliver looked at him more closely then.
His guardian’s face was pale.
Not in the ordinary way people looked pale in the morning.
Something had gone out of him.
His eyes were red.
Not from sleep.
Oliver’s stomach tightened.
He frowned harder.
“Andrew?”
Andrew swallowed.
He looked as though he had already tried to say something and found that whatever it was had broken against his throat.
Oliver swung his legs out of bed.
“Andrew, what happened?”
Still no answer.
The silence was too heavy.
Too deliberate.
Oliver stood.
He had not yet put on his shoes, and the cold floor shocked him awake more than the dim light had.
He took a step toward Andrew.
“Did Grace—”
Andrew’s face changed.
That was all it took.
Not a word.
Just the smallest collapse.
A fraction.
Enough.
Oliver stopped breathing.
“No.”
Andrew’s eyes filled then, and that was more frightening than anything he could have said.
Oliver stared at him.
“Andrew.”
His voice was thinner now.
“Where is she?”
Andrew looked away.
That was answer enough for a second.
Oliver moved before he knew he had decided to.
He crossed the room and reached for Andrew’s arm.
“Where is she?”
Andrew’s lips parted.
Nothing came out.
Oliver’s chest began to tighten.
No.
No, no, no.
He looked toward the bedside table.
His watch.
His phone.
Neither had rung.
Nothing had rung.
That was not possible.
His voice rose, just slightly.
“Andrew, tell me where she is.”
Andrew finally turned toward the television across the room.
Oliver followed the movement automatically, confused and already afraid in a way he did not yet understand.
Andrew reached for the remote with shaking fingers.
His hand slipped once.
Then he found it.
He switched the television on.
The room filled at once with the low hum of static, then the polished brightness of a morning news channel.
Oliver stared at the screen.
Some anchor in a pale suit sat beneath a headline ribbon moving across the bottom.
The presenter was speaking with the careful urgency reserved for things that had already become everyone’s problem.
Oliver did not hear the first few words.
He could only hear the blood in his ears.
Andrew stood beside the television now, his face turning away from it as if he could not bear to watch and listen at the same time.
Then the anchor said it again.
Clearer this time.
“—another missing person reported in Morke this morning.”
Oliver went still.
The reporter continued.
“Police have confirmed that twenty-six-year-old Grace — whose family has asked for privacy — was last seen yesterday evening. According to officials, she has not returned home, and her phone remains switched off.”
The studio camera cut to a still photograph.
Grace smiled back at them from the television.
Oliver stared.
The world did not move.
He did not understand at first that the face on the screen was real.
That it belonged to the woman who had stood in his kitchen only hours ago.
The woman who had smiled at him.
The woman who had touched his hand.
The woman who had been carrying a future inside her chest.
The reporter’s voice kept going.
“Authorities say there are currently no signs of forced entry at her residence. Police are asking anyone with information to come forward.”
The photo remained on the screen.
Grace.
Grace in soft daylight.
Grace smiling as though she had only stepped out for a moment and would be back before the kettle boiled.
Oliver’s mouth opened.
Nothing came out.
He turned slowly toward Andrew.
His guardian was staring at the floor now, both hands braced against the back of a chair as though it were the only thing keeping him upright.
There were tears on his face.
Not many.
Just enough to make Oliver understand that whatever this was, it had already reached the place Andrew usually kept sealed.
Oliver took one step toward him.
Then another.
His voice returned in pieces.
“What do you mean missing?”
Andrew closed his eyes.
He looked older than he had the night before.
Or perhaps he had simply stopped pretending to be younger.
He answered in a voice rough enough to break.
“She never came home.”
Oliver stared at him.
“No.”
Andrew did not look up.
Oliver shook his head once.
“That’s not—”
He stopped.
Looked back at the television.
The anchor was still speaking.
Some officer on screen now, standing outside a quiet house under a row of lights.
A statement.
A request.
A photograph again.
Grace again.
Missing.
The word did not belong with her.
It felt wrong in the room.
Too small for what it had just destroyed.
Oliver took a breath that did not seem to reach his lungs.
“No.”
This time it came out softer.
More frightened.
He looked at Andrew like the answer might be hidden in the guardian’s face if he stared long enough.
“Where was she going?”
Andrew swallowed.
His voice was barely audible.
“To meet you.”
Oliver’s expression cracked.
He looked away at once, as if the room had tilted and he needed something solid to hold.
His hand flew automatically to his coat pocket.
The ring box.
Still there.
Still warm.
Still waiting.
He pulled it out with clumsy fingers and stared at it as though it had become an accusation.
Then he laughed once.
A broken sound.
One of disbelief.
One of collapse.
“She was supposed to be here.”
Andrew said nothing.
Oliver opened the box.
The ring looked suddenly absurd.
Too small.
Too beautiful.
Too late.
He stared at it for one impossible second.
Then shut the box again and closed his hand around it so tightly his knuckles whitened.
He turned back to Andrew.
“She said she’d be here.”
Andrew’s eyes filled again.
He nodded once.
“I know.”
That was worse than if he had spoken.
Oliver looked at him, not understanding yet why his guardian looked like a man standing at the edge of a grave he had already recognized.
His own voice trembled.
“Was it an accident?”
Andrew did not answer.
That silence lasted too long.
Oliver’s face changed.
“Andrew.”
The television carried on in the background, the reporter still speaking about the growing number of missing residents in Morke, about fear in the city, about police urging calm.
Calm.
The word felt obscene.
Oliver’s breathing became uneven.
“No. No, she—”
He stopped again.
Looked at the screen.
At Grace’s face.
At the calm, smiling photograph frozen beneath the headline.
He pressed the ring box against his palm until it hurt.
His voice came out very quietly then.
“She was pregnant.”
Andrew shut his eyes.
That was the worst possible answer.
Not because it surprised him.
Because it confirmed what he had already been carrying alone.
Oliver watched him.
Then realized.
The realization hit like a second wound.
He stared.
“She told you.”
Andrew opened his eyes.
He could not bear to lie to him.
So he nodded.
Oliver took a step backward.
One.
Then another.
His face had gone blank in the strange way people sometimes did when too much truth arrived at once.
“She was going to tell me tonight.”
Andrew’s mouth trembled.
Oliver looked at the television again.
Then at the ring in his hand.
Then at the empty space in the room where Grace should have been standing if the world were still merciful.
His voice barely held.
“Why didn’t she come?”
Andrew looked at him with tears standing in his eyes and no language left in him strong enough to answer.
The news anchor’s voice continued softly in the background.
Oliver did not hear it anymore.
He only heard the silence where Grace should have been.
And the terrible, widening knowledge that the future he had been carrying in his pocket...
had already begun to disappear before he could name it.



















CHAPTER 3

The news anchor continued speaking.
Her voice was calm.
Measured.
Professional.
As though she were announcing tomorrow's weather instead of dismantling someone's entire life.
"...police have requested that anyone with information regarding Grace's disappearance contact the Morke Metropolitan Department immediately..."
Oliver didn't hear another word.
He stood motionless in the middle of the apartment, the velvet ring box still trapped inside his fist.
The room had become strangely distant.
The walls seemed farther away.
The ceiling higher.
Even Andrew's breathing sounded as though it belonged to someone standing in another apartment altogether.
Only Grace remained clear.
Her smile on the television.
Her laughter in his memory.
Her voice, still echoing somewhere inside him.
"You always keep your promises."
His fingers tightened unconsciously.
The sharp edge of the ring box dug into his palm.
He welcomed the pain.
It was the only thing reminding him that he hadn't stopped existing.

Andrew couldn't look at him.
For nearly ten years, he had watched Oliver solve problems that seemed impossible.
Corporate takeovers.
Financial crises.
Factory fires.
Public scandals.
Every obstacle had been met with the same quiet confidence.
"We'll figure it out."
Oliver always figured it out.
This morning...
Andrew had never seen a problem with no solution.
He stared at the floor instead.
His eyes drifted toward Grace's coffee mug on the kitchen counter.
Still half full.
Cold now.
She had made it yesterday morning before leaving.
She always promised she'd wash it later.
She never did.
Oliver always complained.
Grace always laughed.
Neither of them had imagined that unfinished cup would become the last ordinary thing she ever left behind.

The television continued.
"...this marks the ninth disappearance within the city over the past three decades..."
Andrew reached for the remote.
He hesitated.
Oliver hadn't moved.
He hadn't blinked.
Carefully...
Andrew muted the television.
Instantly...
The apartment became unbearably quiet.
No reporter.
No news.
No voices.
Only the soft ticking of the wall clock.
Tick.
Tick.
Tick.
Oliver's eyes slowly shifted toward it.
For twenty-nine years...
Time had fascinated him.
His parents had built Vale Horology into one of the most respected watch manufacturers in the country.
He had inherited not only the company...
But their obsession.
Precision.
Synchronization.
Every second mattered.
Every fraction of a second could mean perfection...
Or failure.
He had spent his entire adult life mastering time.
Yet nothing had prepared him for a single second capable of destroying everything.
He looked back toward the television.
Grace's photograph still filled the silent screen.
Smiling.
Unaware that millions of strangers now knew her name.

A vibration shattered the silence.
Andrew flinched.
His phone lit up on the dining table.
UNKNOWN CALLER
Neither man moved.
The phone stopped.
Then rang again.
Andrew answered on the third ring.
"...Andrew speaking."
Oliver heard only fragments.
"Yes..."
"I'm with him."
"...I understand."
Andrew's shoulders stiffened.
He listened quietly.
Occasionally glancing toward Oliver.
"...Yes."
"I'll tell him."
Another pause.
"...Thank you."
The call ended.
Andrew didn't immediately lower the phone.
He simply stared at the dark screen.
Oliver finally spoke.
His voice sounded unfamiliar.
Empty.
"...Who was it?"
Andrew swallowed.
"The police."
Silence.
"They've officially registered Grace as a missing person."
Oliver's expression didn't change.
"They're sending detectives."
Still nothing.
"They'll be here in a few minutes."
Oliver looked back toward the television.
As though Andrew had never spoken.

Rain began tapping against the windows.
Softly at first.
Then harder.
Gray clouds swallowed what little morning light remained.
The apartment darkened.
Andrew walked toward the windows and pulled the curtains open.
Outside...
Morke looked unusually still.
Normally the street below buzzed with life by this hour.
Cyclists.
Children.
Office workers carrying coffee.
Today...
People walked faster.
Heads lowered.
Umbrellas hiding their faces.
Several neighbors stood beneath the apartment building, whispering while staring upward.
News traveled quickly in Morke.
Too quickly.
Oliver noticed them.
He turned away immediately.
He couldn't bear the sympathy.
Sympathy meant acceptance.
Acceptance meant Grace wasn't coming home.
No.
She was coming.
She had promised.

The ring box suddenly felt impossibly heavy.
Oliver opened it.
The diamond caught the pale morning light.
It sparkled exactly as it had the evening before.
Grace had once joked that diamonds looked happier in sunlight.
"Everything looks happier in sunlight," he'd answered.
"Not taxes."
She had laughed until she couldn't breathe.
He had smiled simply because she was laughing.
Now...
The ring looked like it belonged to someone else.
Someone with a future.
Slowly...
He closed the box.
Not because he couldn't bear to look at it.
Because he was afraid.
Afraid that if he stared long enough...
He would begin believing the proposal would never happen.

Three knocks echoed through the apartment.
Firm.
Measured.
Professional.
Andrew closed his eyes briefly.
"They're here."
Oliver didn't respond.
Andrew walked toward the entrance.
His hand rested on the doorknob for a second before turning it.
Two detectives stood outside.
Neither wore uniforms.
Dark coats.
Rainwater glistened across their shoulders.
The older of the two removed his hat respectfully.
"Mr. Andrew?"
"Yes."
"I'm Detective Samuel Brooks."
He gestured toward the younger woman beside him.
"Detective Elena Morris."
Andrew nodded quietly.
"Please..."
He stepped aside.
"...come in."
Both detectives entered without speaking.
The older detective glanced toward the living room.
Toward Oliver.
Then instinctively lowered his voice.
"We're very sorry."
Andrew acknowledged the words with a faint nod.
No reply seemed appropriate.
As Detective Brooks began removing his shoes near the entrance, his eyes fell upon a pair of white sneakers neatly placed beside the shoe rack.
Women's shoes.
Clean.
Dry.
Waiting.
He looked away almost immediately.
The younger detective noticed something else.
A light blue cardigan hanging over the back of the sofa.
A novel lying open on the armrest.
A pair of reading glasses folded carefully beside it.
None of the objects looked abandoned.
They looked interrupted.
As though someone had stood up in the middle of an ordinary evening...
Expecting to return a few minutes later.
The apartment didn't resemble the home of a missing woman.
It resembled the home of a woman who was about to walk through the front door.
That realization settled heavily over everyone present.
Brooks approached Oliver slowly.
Not like a detective approaching a witness.
Like a man approaching another man whose world had collapsed.
"Mr. Vale."
Oliver didn't turn.
Brooks waited.
After several long seconds...
Oliver finally looked at him.
There was no anger.
No tears.
Only an unbearable stillness.
"I'm Detective Brooks."
Oliver said nothing.
"I'm sorry we have to meet under these circumstances."
Silence.
Brooks had expected this.
He had seen shock before.
He knew it often disguised itself as calm.
He reached into his coat pocket and removed a small notebook.
"I know this is difficult, but I need to ask you a few questions."
Oliver continued staring at him.
The detective began gently.
"When was the last time you spoke with Miss Grace?"
A long pause.
Long enough that Brooks wondered whether Oliver had heard him.
Finally...
Oliver answered.
"...She was coming here."
Brooks waited.
Expecting more.
Nothing came.
He tried again.
"Did she mention where she was before meeting you?"
Oliver's gaze drifted toward the ring box in his hand.
"...She was coming here."
Brooks looked toward Andrew.
Then back to Oliver.
One more attempt.
"Did she tell you she planned to meet anyone else yesterday?"
Oliver slowly shook his head.
His voice barely rose above a whisper.
"...She was coming here."
The detective closed his notebook.
Not because the questions were finished.
Because he already understood.
Oliver wasn't refusing to cooperate.
He simply hadn't reached a place where language still worked.

Detective Brooks slipped the notebook back into his coat.
He had asked the same questions hundreds of times over the years.
Most people answered through tears.
Some through anger.
A few through complete denial.
Oliver answered as though the world had narrowed into a single sentence.
"She was coming here."
Nothing existed beyond it.
Detective Elena Morris took a careful step forward.
Unlike Brooks, she wasn't looking at Oliver.
She was looking at the apartment.
Investigators learned to read homes the way doctors read X-rays.
People always left traces of themselves.
Grace had left an entire life behind.
A pale blue cardigan rested neatly over the sofa.
A novel lay open, face down, a bookmark peeking from halfway through the pages.
A small ceramic pot sat on the windowsill.
Inside it, a lavender plant had begun to wilt.
Someone had forgotten to water it.
Or perhaps...
Someone simply hadn't been home long enough.
Elena quietly walked toward the kitchen.
She stopped in front of the counter.
Two coffee mugs.
One washed.
One not.
The unwashed cup still carried a faint lipstick mark.
The coffee inside had long gone cold.
She looked toward Oliver.
"You were expecting her."
It wasn't really a question.
Oliver nodded once.
His eyes never lifted from the ring box.
"Yes."
"When?"
"This morning."
A pause.
"...No."
He frowned slightly.
"Last night."
Another pause.
"I don't know."
His voice sounded distant.
Almost confused.
Time had already begun slipping away from him.

Andrew noticed.
He answered before the detectives could ask again.
"They were supposed to have dinner together."
Brooks looked toward him.
"And afterward?"
Andrew hesitated.
Oliver looked up.
For the first time since the detectives arrived.
"...I was going to ask her to marry me."
Silence.
The words landed heavily inside the apartment.
Neither detective spoke.
Neither offered sympathy.
Some truths deserved silence.
Oliver slowly opened the velvet box.
The diamond reflected the pale morning light.
It seemed impossibly bright.
As though it belonged in another world.
Another story.
Brooks stared at it for only a moment before looking away.
He suddenly understood why the untouched coffee cup, the second plate still stacked beside the sink, and the neatly folded blanket over the sofa had affected him so deeply.
This wasn't simply a missing-person investigation.
Someone had interrupted a future.

Elena gently cleared her throat.
"Mr. Vale..."
"If this becomes overwhelming, we can continue later."
Oliver closed the ring box.
"No."
His answer surprised all three of them.
"I want to know."
His voice remained quiet.
"...Everything."
Brooks exchanged a glance with Elena.
Then nodded.
"We'll tell you what we know."
He removed a thin folder from inside his briefcase.
It contained only a few pages.
That disturbed Oliver immediately.
"So little?"
Brooks didn't pretend otherwise.
"We've only been working since early this morning."
He opened the folder.
"Grace left her apartment yesterday evening."
Oliver listened without blinking.
"She was seen walking toward the eastern harbor district."
He turned a page.
"Her phone transmitted its final signal approximately six forty-six."
Another page.
"After that..."
He stopped.
"There was nothing."
Oliver frowned.
"What do you mean..."
"...nothing?"
"No further calls."
"No messages."
"No bank activity."
"No transportation records."
"No confirmed sightings."
"It simply..."
Brooks struggled to find the correct word.
"...stops."
Oliver stared at the folder.
As though expecting another page to appear.
There wasn't one.
"That's impossible."
Brooks nodded.
"I know."
"No..."
Oliver shook his head slowly.
"People don't disappear."
Nobody answered.
Because in Morke...
They did.

The rain outside intensified.
Water raced down the windows in silver streams.
Thunder rolled somewhere far beyond the harbor.
Andrew glanced toward the television.
Still muted.
Grace's photograph had disappeared.
Another story had replaced it.
Markets.
Politics.
Traffic.
The world had moved on.
He hated it for that.

Brooks reached into another folder.
"This is standard procedure."
He placed several forms on the dining table.
"Official authorization."
"If we're able to obtain banking records..."
"Phone records..."
"Private security footage..."
"...we'll require your signature."
Oliver looked at the papers.
The words blurred together.
He couldn't focus.
Missing Person Authorization.
Emergency Contact Confirmation.
Consent for Digital Records.
Grace's name appeared over and over again.
Every line forced him to accept the same unbearable fact.
She had become paperwork.
A file.
A case number.
A report waiting to be solved.
Andrew quietly pulled out a chair.
"Sit."
Oliver obeyed almost automatically.
Brooks handed him a pen.
His fingers closed around it without thought.
He signed the first page.
Then the second.
Then the third.
He never read a single word.
Halfway through the stack...
His hand stopped.
He stared at Grace's full name printed neatly across the page.
Grace Eleanor Ashford.
The ink blurred.
Not because the paper was wet.
Because his vision had suddenly lost focus.
He placed the pen down.
Very carefully.
As though even that required effort.
"...Yesterday..."
His voice was barely audible.
Brooks leaned slightly closer.
"Mr. Vale?"
Oliver continued staring at the document.
"...Yesterday..."
"...she asked me what flowers I wanted at our wedding."
Nobody spoke.
"I told her..."
He smiled faintly.
"...that I didn't care."
The smile disappeared almost immediately.
"...She said that answer wasn't allowed."
Silence settled over the apartment.
Brooks looked down at the unfinished paperwork.
For the first time in years...
He wished he wasn't the officer assigned to this case.

A soft knock echoed through the apartment once more.
Everyone looked toward the door.
Andrew frowned.
"We're not expecting anyone."
Elena opened it cautiously.
A uniformed officer stood outside.
Rain dripped steadily from his cap.
"Inspector Hayes asked me to deliver a message."
Brooks stepped forward.
"What is it?"
The officer looked past him.
Toward Oliver.
"The inspector would like Mr. Vale to come to the harbor."
"As soon as he's able."
Brooks nodded slowly.
"We'll bring him."
The officer hesitated.
Then quietly added,
"...The inspector believes..."
"...Mr. Vale should see where Miss Grace was last seen."
The apartment fell silent again.
Oliver didn't react immediately.
He looked around the room.
His eyes rested on the coffee mug.
Then the cardigan.
The open novel.
The lavender plant.
The empty chair where Grace always sat while teasing him about working too much.
Every object carried the same cruel promise.
She had intended to come back.
She hadn't left forever.
She had left expecting another ordinary evening.
Oliver slowly rose from the chair.
He picked up the ring box from the table.
Slipped it into the inside pocket of his coat.
Buttoned the coat with slow, deliberate movements.
Andrew watched him carefully.
"Oliver..."
Oliver walked toward the front door.
When he reached it, he stopped without turning around.
His voice was calm.
So calm that it frightened everyone in the room.
"...Take me to the last place she existed."
No one answered.
Because no one knew whether that place held answers...
Or the beginning of something far worse.

The drive to the harbor took twenty-three minutes.
Oliver never noticed.
He sat in the passenger seat with his elbow resting against the window, his eyes fixed on a city he had known his entire life yet somehow no longer recognized.
Morke had always awakened slowly.
The cafés would open before sunrise, filling narrow streets with the smell of roasted coffee and fresh bread. Fishermen would argue over prices before the first customers arrived. Cyclists would weave through traffic with impossible confidence, and office workers would hurry beneath the old clock towers that had become symbols of the city itself.
This morning...
The city whispered.
Nobody laughed.
Nobody stood outside cafés.
People walked with their heads lowered, conversations reduced to uneasy murmurs that disappeared the moment another stranger approached.
Fear had finally become visible.
Every newspaper stand displayed the same headline.
ANOTHER DISAPPEARANCE.
Grace's photograph occupied nearly half the page.
Andrew instinctively reached across the center console to block Oliver's view.
Oliver gently moved his hand away.
"...Don't."
Andrew looked at him.
"I should see it."
He wasn't speaking as a fiancé.
He was speaking as a man forcing himself to accept a reality his heart still refused to believe.
The photograph remained visible as they passed.
Grace smiled from the front page exactly the way she had smiled in life.
Warm.
Unaware.
Hopeful.
Oliver turned away before the car disappeared around the next corner.

Neither man spoke for the remainder of the journey.
The silence between them no longer felt uncomfortable.
It had become another passenger.
Rain clouds gathered above the eastern harbor, swallowing the morning sunlight until the entire district looked painted in shades of gray.
Andrew finally slowed the car.
Blue lights reflected across the wet pavement ahead.
Police barricades stretched across Harbor Road.
Several patrol cars stood at odd angles while officers redirected traffic away from Pier Eleven.
Beyond them...
Yellow tape fluttered in the wind.
Oliver stared through the windshield.
"So..."
His voice sounded distant.
"This is where she was."
Andrew nodded.
"...Yes."
Oliver looked beyond the tape.
He had walked this harbor with Grace dozens of times.
Sometimes after dinner.
Sometimes after arguments.
Sometimes for no reason at all except that she liked watching the ships disappear beyond the horizon.
She always insisted the harbor looked different every evening.
Oliver used to laugh.
"It's the same water."
Grace would smile.
"No..."
"It's different people saying goodbye."
He had teased her for being sentimental.
Today...
He finally understood what she had meant.

Andrew turned off the engine.
The sudden silence inside the car felt oppressive.
He looked toward Oliver.
"We don't have to do this today."
No response.
"The inspector will understand."
Oliver's eyes never left the harbor.
"If I don't come today..."
A pause.
"...I'll spend the rest of my life imagining it."
Andrew couldn't argue with that.
Oliver opened the door.
Cold air rushed into the car.
It smelled of rain.
Salt.
Diesel fuel.
The sea.
The same scent Grace used to call the smell of freedom.
Today it smelled like absence.

The moment Oliver stepped onto the pavement, conversations nearby began fading.
People recognized him.
Not because he owned one of the city's largest companies.
Because grief has a face.
And everyone knew his.
A television reporter lowered her microphone.
Another cameraman quietly pointed his lens toward the ground instead of filming.
Even strangers seemed unsure where to look.
Sympathy filled the silence.
Oliver hated it.
Not because it offended him.
Because sympathy belonged to endings.
He refused to believe this had one.

A young police officer approached them cautiously.
His uniform looked too new.
His face too young.
He removed his cap respectfully.
"Mr. Vale?"
Oliver nodded.
"I'm Officer Bennett."
He swallowed before continuing.
"Inspector Hayes is waiting for you."
Oliver looked toward the tape.
"...Has anything changed?"
The officer hesitated.
"No, sir."
No.
Again.
Every answer seemed to begin with that word.
Oliver started walking.
Andrew followed one step behind.

The closer they came to the barricades, the quieter everything became.
Officers paused their conversations.
Forensic technicians looked up briefly before returning to their work.
Several detectives stood around folding tables covered with photographs, maps, and evidence bags.
Nobody looked confident.
Nobody looked hopeful.
Oliver noticed immediately.
He had spent years leading thousands of employees.
He understood body language.
These people weren't investigating.
They were searching blindly.
The realization settled heavily inside him.
If the police had no direction...
Who did?

The yellow tape stretched across the entrance to Pier Eleven.
Beyond it lay the harbor promenade.
Empty benches.
Iron railings still damp from the previous night's rain.
Rows of old warehouse buildings lining the opposite side.
Nothing extraordinary.
Nothing that suggested someone could simply vanish.
Oliver stared.
His mind refused to connect the ordinary place before him with the impossible event everyone kept describing.
Grace had walked here.
She had smiled here.
She had breathed here.
Then...
Nothing.

A deep voice interrupted his thoughts.
"Mr. Vale."
Oliver turned.
Inspector Daniel Hayes approached from beneath a temporary police canopy.
He appeared to be in his late fifties.
Broad shoulders.
Gray hair.
Eyes carrying the exhaustion of a man who had slept too little for too many years.
Unlike the younger officers...
He didn't begin with an apology.
He simply removed his cap.
"I'm Daniel Hayes."
Oliver extended his hand automatically.
The inspector accepted it.
His grip was firm.
Human.
Not performative.
"I'm sorry we're meeting like this."
Oliver withdrew his hand.
"I'd rather we weren't."
Hayes gave the smallest nod.
"So would I."

For several moments neither man spoke.
The harbor filled the silence between them.
Ships groaned softly against their moorings.
Seagulls circled overhead.
Waves rolled lazily against the stone embankment as though unaware of the tragedy unfolding only meters away.
Finally Oliver spoke.
"Show me."
Hayes understood immediately.
He gestured beyond the tape.
"Come with me."
They walked side by side along the promenade.
Andrew remained close behind.
Hayes pointed toward a section of pavement beside an old cast-iron lamp post.
"This is where witnesses last confirmed seeing Miss Grace."
Oliver looked around carefully.
Nothing.
Just stone.
Benches.
Railings.
A trash bin.
He frowned.
"That's all?"
The inspector nodded.
"...That's all."
Oliver turned slowly in a full circle.
"There should be something."
"We thought so too."
"Blood."
"No."
"A struggle."
"No."
"A dropped phone."
"No."
"Her handbag."
Hayes shook his head.
"No."
Oliver looked back at the empty pavement.
"What about footprints?"
"The rain erased most of them overnight."
"What about fingerprints?"
"None."
"What about witnesses?"
"A few."
"And?"
Hayes sighed.
"They all tell the same story."
Oliver's eyes narrowed.
"What story?"
"They saw her walking."
Another pause.
"Then they didn't."
Silence settled over the harbor.
Oliver stared at him.
"...Didn't?"
Hayes nodded.
"No one saw anyone take her."
"No one heard her scream."
"No one saw a vehicle."
"No one saw her run."
Oliver whispered,
"People don't disappear."
Hayes looked toward the sea.
"I've been telling myself that since yesterday."

Oliver stepped beyond the spot Hayes had indicated.
Then walked backward.
Then forward again.
Slowly.
Measuring.
Counting.
His eyes scanned every inch of pavement.
Every railing.
Every drain.
Every lamp.
He crouched near the edge of the walkway.
Touched the wet stone with his fingertips.
Hayes watched quietly.
Andrew noticed.
"He does this."
Hayes looked toward him.
"When something doesn't make sense..."
Andrew's voice carried a tired sadness.
"...he starts looking for what everyone else missed."
The inspector nodded almost imperceptibly.
"I hope he does."
Because so far...
They had missed everything.

He remained crouched for nearly a minute.
Not searching.
Thinking.
His fingertips traced the grooves between the old stone slabs that paved the promenade. Rainwater had settled into them overnight, forming thin silver lines that reflected the gray morning sky. They told him nothing.
He stood again.
His eyes drifted slowly across the harbor.
There was no panic here anymore.
Only procedure.
Officers moved in careful patterns.
Photographers documented the same locations for what felt like the hundredth time.
A pair of divers unloaded equipment near the dock.
Everyone was working.
No one looked hopeful.
Oliver quietly asked,
"How many officers were assigned?"
Hayes glanced toward the search teams.
"Forty-three."
"Search dogs?"
"They covered the entire district before sunrise."
"The water?"
Hayes nodded.
"Since four this morning."
"And?"
The inspector answered with visible reluctance.
"Nothing."
Oliver's jaw tightened.
Nothing.
Again.
Everything about Grace's disappearance seemed to end with the same unbearable word.

Without another sentence, Oliver began walking.
Not toward the officers.
Not toward the warehouses.
Simply forward.
He walked exactly where Grace had supposedly walked.
Hayes watched him for a few seconds before following.
"So this was her route?"
"According to witnesses."
Oliver nodded absently.
His eyes never stopped moving.
He noticed a broken section of railing.
Fresh paint near one lamp post.
A bicycle chained to a sign.
An abandoned newspaper soaked beyond recognition.
Ordinary things.
Painfully ordinary.
He imagined Grace walking past each one.
Perhaps she had glanced at the bicycle.
Perhaps she'd smiled at the newspaper blowing in the wind.
Perhaps she'd been thinking about dinner.
About the proposal she didn't know was waiting.
About the child she planned to tell him about.
The thought nearly stopped him.
He closed his eyes.
Just for a second.
When he opened them again...
The harbor returned.
Cold.
Empty.
Silent.

A middle-aged constable approached Inspector Hayes.
"Sir."
Hayes turned.
"Anything?"
The officer shook his head.
"We finished the western warehouse."
"No signs?"
"No, sir."
Hayes dismissed him with a nod.
Oliver watched the exchange.
"How long have you been here?"
Hayes looked at his watch.
"Almost fourteen hours."
"And you've found absolutely nothing."
It wasn't an accusation.
Just a fact.
The inspector accepted it.
"No."
Oliver looked out over the sea.
"I don't envy you."
Hayes gave a tired smile.
"Most people don't say that."
"They usually blame you."
Oliver finally looked at him.
"If I thought you weren't trying..."
"...I wouldn't still be standing here."
For the first time that morning...
Inspector Hayes saw something beneath the grief.
Not hope.
Not anger.
Discipline.
Oliver was forcing himself to remain rational.
Hayes silently wondered how long that would last.

They reached the end of the promenade.
Beyond it stood Warehouse Nine.
Its brick walls had darkened with age, and rust streaked down the metal shutters like old scars.
Yellow police tape sealed every entrance.
Oliver stopped.
"Inside?"
"We searched twice."
"Can I see?"
Hayes hesitated.
Normally the answer would have been no.
This wasn't a museum.
It was an active investigation.
But Oliver wasn't asking out of curiosity.
He was asking because he needed to believe every possibility had been exhausted.
Hayes lifted the tape.
"Stay close."

The warehouse smelled of damp timber and salt.
Dust floated through narrow beams of light that slipped between broken roof panels.
Rows of empty wooden crates stretched toward the back wall.
Every surface bore small numbered evidence markers.
Oliver walked slowly.
His footsteps echoed through the enormous room.
He looked at each crate.
Each doorway.
Each broken window.
His mind reconstructed possibilities.
If someone had hidden here...
No.
Too exposed.
If a vehicle had entered...
Impossible.
The tire marks would've remained.
If she had struggled...
Something would've broken.
Something would've fallen.
Something would've been left behind.
But there was nothing.
The emptiness itself became unsettling.
A crime scene should speak.
This one refused.

Oliver stopped beside one of the shattered windows.
Beyond it, he could see the exact stretch of promenade where Hayes had pointed earlier.
He measured the distance instinctively.
Thirty meters.
Maybe thirty-five.
A clear line of sight.
He turned.
"Could anyone inside have seen her?"
Hayes nodded.
"If someone had been here."
"Were they?"
"No."
"You're sure?"
"We checked fingerprints."
Oliver nodded once.
Again...
Nothing.

They stepped back outside.
The wind had grown stronger.
Clouds rolled heavily above the harbor, turning the sea almost black.
Andrew walked beside Oliver.
For several minutes neither spoke.
Finally Andrew broke the silence.
"Sir..."
Oliver didn't answer immediately.
Andrew noticed it.
Not Oliver.
Not anymore.
Sir.
He hadn't planned to say it.
It had simply come out.
Respect replacing familiarity.
Distance replacing comfort.
Oliver looked at him briefly.
There was no reaction.
As though titles no longer mattered.
Andrew continued.
"We should go home."
Oliver looked back toward the promenade.
"No."
"You haven't eaten."
"No."
"You haven't slept."
Still...
"No."
Andrew lowered his voice.
"You won't help Grace by destroying yourself."
That sentence finally reached him.
Oliver turned slowly.
His expression remained calm.
Too calm.
"If she's alive..."
he said quietly,
"...every second matters."
Andrew had no answer.
Neither did Hayes.
Because they all knew he was right.

Oliver walked back toward the place where Grace had last been seen.
He stood exactly where Hayes had first stopped.
The stone beneath his shoes was still wet.
He looked ahead.
Then behind him.
Then to his left.
Finally to his right.
The harbor stretched on in every direction.
Open.
Visible.
Impossible.
He asked the same question he had been asking since arriving.
Softly this time.
Almost to himself.
"...Where did she stop walking?"
No one answered.
An officer nearby looked down.
Another pretended not to hear.
Inspector Hayes stared at the pavement.
He had asked himself the same question all night.
Where did she stop walking?
Because if they could answer that...
Perhaps they could answer where she had gone.
But the city had offered only silence.

The first raindrop struck the stone beside Oliver's shoe.
Then another.
Within seconds the sky opened.
Rain swept across the harbor in dense silver sheets.
Officers hurried to cover equipment.
Photographers packed cameras beneath plastic covers.
The crowd began dispersing.
Umbrellas bloomed across the promenade.
Oliver didn't move.
The rain soaked through his coat.
Water dripped from his hair onto the pavement where Grace had taken her final known steps.
Andrew instinctively reached for the umbrella he had carried from the car.
Oliver gently caught his wrist.
"Don't."
Andrew stopped.
Oliver stared at the rain disappearing into the stone.
His voice was almost lost beneath the storm.
"If this was the last rain she stood in..."
He swallowed.
"...then I'll stand in it too."
No one spoke.
Inspector Hayes removed his cap, letting the rain fall freely over him as well.
Not out of duty.
Out of respect.
Three men stood motionless in the downpour.
One searching for answers.
One trying to protect him.
One carrying the unbearable weight of having none.
And beneath the endless rain...
the place where Grace had last existed slowly disappeared beneath the water, as though the city itself were determined to erase every trace she had ever been there.

The drive home felt longer than the journey to the harbor.
Not because of traffic.
Not because of the rain.
Because neither man wanted to arrive.
The windshield wipers swept steadily across the glass.
Back.
Forth.
Back.
Forth.
Each pass briefly cleared the world before another sheet of rain erased it again.
Oliver sat beside the window, his gaze fixed on the city drifting past.
People hurried beneath umbrellas.
Store owners pulled metal shutters halfway down.
A little girl laughed as she jumped across a puddle, her mother chasing after her.
The sound reached the car for only a moment before disappearing behind the rain.
Oliver watched them without expression.
Life had continued.
Somehow...
The world had decided that today was just another Thursday.
He couldn't understand how.
Andrew glanced toward him twice.
Then three times.
He wanted to ask whether Oliver was alright.
The question felt absurd before it even reached his lips.

The apartment building stood exactly as they had left it that morning.
The concierge looked up from his desk.
His usual smile never appeared.
Instead, he quietly stood.
"I'm... sorry, Mr. Vale."
Oliver acknowledged him with the smallest nod.
Nothing more.
The elevator doors opened with a soft chime.
Neither man spoke during the ascent.
The numbers climbed slowly.
Five.
Six.
Seven.
Eight.
Every floor carried him closer to a place that no longer felt like home.

Oliver unlocked the apartment.
The door swung inward.
Darkness greeted him.
He didn't reach for the lights.
Andrew waited behind him.
"Sir..."
Oliver stepped inside without answering.
The apartment remained exactly as they had left it.
Untouched.
Silent.
The curtains were still half open.
The muted television reflected faintly against the black screen.
The clock continued ticking on the wall with mechanical indifference.
Tick.
Tick.
Tick.
Oliver stood in the entrance for a long time.
Not moving.
Not looking around.
Simply listening.
Homes always carried sounds.
A kettle beginning to boil.
Music from another room.
Someone humming absentmindedly while folding laundry.
Grace had always filled silence before it could settle.
Now...
The silence had finally won.

Andrew quietly closed the front door.
The click of the lock echoed through the apartment.
It sounded louder than it ever had before.
Oliver slowly removed his shoes.
Beside the entrance sat another pair.
White sneakers.
Grace's.
One lace remained untied.
He stared at them.
Yesterday morning she had rushed toward the door, balancing a piece of toast between her teeth while trying to tie those same laces.
He had laughed.
"You'll trip one day."
She'd shrugged.
"Then you'll have to carry me."
"I'll call an ambulance."
She had rolled her eyes dramatically.
"Liar."
"I'd carry you."
She smiled.
"I know."
The memory disappeared as quickly as it had come.
Oliver knelt.
Not to cry.
Not to hold the shoes.
He simply tied the loose lace.
Slowly.
Carefully.
The knot was perfect.
Grace would never notice.

He stood again.
Andrew watched from several feet away.
His chest tightened.
Oliver hadn't shed a single tear since morning.
Andrew had begun wishing he would.
Tears meant movement.
This...
This stillness frightened him.

Oliver walked into the living room.
Nothing had changed.
Grace's cardigan remained draped over the sofa exactly where she had left it two nights ago.
A book rested beside it.
Its pages folded backward despite Oliver's constant complaints.
He picked it up.
His thumb rested against the page she had been reading.
A dried lavender flower marked the chapter.
She used flowers instead of bookmarks.
Because, she once insisted,
"Flowers remember better."
He had never understood what that meant.
He wasn't sure anyone could.
Carefully...
He closed the book.
Placed the flower back between the pages.
Returned it exactly where it had been.
Nothing in this apartment should move.
If he changed something...
It would mean accepting Grace wasn't coming back to change it herself.

The kitchen waited beyond the hallway.
Oliver entered quietly.
The refrigerator hummed softly.
The sink remained empty.
Grace hated leaving dishes overnight.
She claimed mornings deserved clean kitchens.
On the counter sat two mugs.
One washed.
One not.
The lipstick mark still curved around the rim of the second cup.
Oliver stared at it.
Yesterday...
She had teased him because he'd forgotten breakfast again.
"You own three factories."
"Mhm."
"You negotiate billion-dollar contracts."
"Mhm."
"But remembering toast?"
He'd smiled without looking up from his laptop.
"Impossible."
She had placed the coffee directly in front of him.
"Hopeless."
"Efficient."
"No."
She laughed.
"Hopeless."
Oliver reached toward the mug.
Stopped.
His fingers hovered only inches away.
He couldn't touch it.
Not yet.
The coffee inside had gone cold.
Somehow...
That hurt more.
Cold coffee meant time had passed.
Too much time.

He opened the refrigerator.
Inside rested vegetables, fruit, bottles of water...
And a small white cake.
Andrew stopped behind him.
He remembered it immediately.
Grace had bought it three days earlier.
"No occasion," she'd said.
"We're alive."
Oliver had answered,
"That's enough?"
She smiled.
"It should always be enough."
The cake remained unopened.
A yellow sticky note clung to the box.
Oliver slowly peeled it free.
The handwriting was unmistakably hers.
Don't eat without me. ❤️
He read it once.
Then again.
His breathing became uneven.
Very gently...
He folded the note.
Placed it back exactly where it had been.
Closed the refrigerator.
He leaned one hand against the door.
His forehead followed.
The cold surface pressed against his skin.
Andrew instinctively took a step forward.
Then stopped himself.
Some grief should not be interrupted.

Minutes passed.
Neither spoke.
Outside...
Rain struck the balcony windows harder now.
Wind rattled the glass.
The apartment felt colder.
Oliver finally pushed himself away from the refrigerator.
Without a word...
He walked toward the bedroom.
Andrew remained in the kitchen.
Unable to follow.
Unable to leave.
He simply watched the hallway.
Listening to footsteps growing slower with every step.
Then...
Silence again.
The bedroom door remained open.
Oliver stood in the doorway.
The bed looked untouched.
Grace's side remained exactly as she'd left it.
One pillow slightly indented.
A blanket folded halfway back.
A novel resting on the bedside table beside a half-empty glass of water.
Morning sunlight had once fallen across this room.
Today...
Only gray light entered through the rain-covered windows.
Oliver crossed the room.
Not toward his own side of the bed.
Toward hers.
He sat carefully.
The mattress sank beneath his weight.
The pillow still carried the faint scent of her perfume.
Jasmine.
Vanilla.
Rain.
He closed his eyes.
For one impossible heartbeat...
It felt as though she had only stepped into another room.
As though she would return carrying laundry or laughing at something she'd read online.
He almost turned to speak.
Almost.
Then the silence answered before he could.
And he remembered.
She wasn't in another room.
She wasn't anywhere he could reach.

He remained there for what could have been minutes.
Or hours.
Time had become meaningless the moment Grace's name appeared on the television.
The rain outside continued its quiet assault against the windows.
The wind slipped beneath the balcony door, making the curtains breathe in slow, ghostlike movements.
Oliver opened his eyes.
Everything still smelled like her.
Not strongly.
Just enough.
The perfume lingering on the pillow.
The lavender sachet she had hidden inside the wardrobe because she insisted clothes should "smell like home."
The faint trace of jasmine that refused to disappear from the blanket.
He reached out.
His fingertips rested lightly against her pillow.
The fabric was cold.
Yesterday...
It had been warm.
He withdrew his hand immediately.
It felt wrong.
As though he were disturbing something sacred.

His eyes wandered toward the bedside table.
Grace's glasses rested beside the novel she had been reading.
A bookmark protruded between the pages.
Not a proper bookmark.
A supermarket receipt.
He smiled faintly.
"You always ruin books."
She used to grin.
"I improve them."
"No..."
"You abuse them."
"They're meant to be lived with."
"Books are meant to be read."
"They're meant to remember us."
She always won those arguments.
Not because she was right.
Because she laughed before he could answer.
Oliver picked up the receipt.
Milk.
Bread.
Coffee beans.
Strawberries.
Baby spinach.
Chocolate.
At the bottom...
In tiny handwriting...
Grace had written:
Don't forget dinner with Oliver ❤️
He stared at it.
The receipt trembled slightly between his fingers.
She had reminded herself not to forget him.
She never made it to dinner.
He folded the receipt carefully and placed it exactly where he had found it.
Nothing in this room should lose its place.
She might come back looking for it.
His mind knew the thought was irrational.
His heart refused to believe otherwise.

He stood and slowly crossed toward the wardrobe.
The left door opened with its familiar creak.
Half the space belonged to him.
The other half...
Grace.
Her dresses hung in perfect order.
She organized them by color.
He always teased her about it.
"You've alphabetized your wardrobe."
"It's color."
"It's obsessive."
"It's beautiful."
"It's terrifying."
She had thrown a pillow at him.
He smiled again.
Another smile that disappeared almost before it existed.
His hand drifted toward one of her sweaters.
Dark green.
Far too large for her.
She had stolen it during their first winter together.
"It smells like you."
"You mean detergent?"
"No."
"You."
"I don't have a smell."
She had laughed.
"Everyone has a smell."
He never asked for it back.
Now...
He carefully lifted it from the hanger.
Held it against his chest.
Closed his eyes.
Nothing.
Only fabric.
Whatever remained of her could not be trapped inside wool.
He returned it to the hanger with the same care one might return an artifact to a museum.

Andrew remained outside the bedroom.
He hadn't moved.
He could hear almost nothing.
No crying.
No shouting.
No breaking glass.
Only silence.
It frightened him more than grief ever had.
For years, Oliver had filled every room he entered.
His laughter arrived before he did.
His terrible jokes.
His habit of humming while making coffee.
His endless conversations with Grace about absolutely nothing.
Now...
The apartment sounded abandoned.
Andrew leaned against the hallway wall.
For the first time in decades...
He didn't know how to help.

Oliver wandered into the bathroom.
The light flickered on.
Everything stood exactly where it belonged.
Grace's toothbrush.
Her face cream.
A bottle of perfume.
Hair clips scattered beside the sink.
A single strand of dark hair remained caught in the teeth of her brush.
He stared at it.
Such a tiny thing.
Something anyone else would throw away without thinking.
He couldn't.
His hand stopped inches above it.
He slowly lowered it again.
The bathroom mirror reflected a stranger.
His hair remained soaked from the rain.
Dark circles had settled beneath his eyes.
He looked older.
Not by years.
By loss.
He barely recognized himself.

The apartment grew darker as evening approached.
Neither man switched on the lights.
The fading daylight simply surrendered to shadow.
Andrew eventually walked into the kitchen.
Without thinking...
He removed two plates from the cupboard.
Set them on the counter.
Reached for two glasses.
Opened the refrigerator.
He stopped.
His eyes settled on Grace's note.
Don't eat without me. ❤️
His shoulders sagged.
Slowly...
He returned one plate.
Then paused.
Looked at the empty space where the second plate had been.
His hands trembled.
He took it back out.
Placed it beside the first again.
Stared.
Then...
Very quietly...
He removed it once more.
Only one plate remained.
Andrew covered his face with one hand.
He had served dinner for Oliver since he was a child.
Always two plates now.
Always Grace beside him.
His routine had forgotten before his heart had.
He stood motionless for several seconds before silently putting everything away.
Neither of them ate.

Night settled over Morke.
The rain finally softened.
City lights shimmered through droplets clinging to the balcony glass.
The apartment remained completely dark.
Oliver sat alone in the living room.
Grace's cardigan still rested beside him.
He hadn't realized his hand was resting on it until much later.
He didn't move it.
The fabric was enough.
Not because it resembled her.
Because it had once belonged to a life where tomorrow still existed.

Andrew looked toward the old grandfather clock.
Eleven thirty-eight.
Nearly five hours had passed since they returned.
Oliver hadn't spoken once.
He hadn't asked for water.
Food.
Coffee.
Nothing.
He simply sat.
Looking toward the balcony where Grace often watched the rain.
Andrew quietly approached.
He stopped several feet away.
Unsure whether to speak.
Before he could decide...
Oliver finally broke the silence.
"...Andrew."
The single word sounded unfamiliar.
Small.
Fragile.
Andrew answered immediately.
"Yes... Mr. Oliver."
The words escaped before he realized he'd spoken them.
Silence followed.
Oliver slowly turned his head.
Not because of the answer.
Because of the title.
For years...
Andrew had simply called him Oliver.
Sometimes "young man."
Sometimes "boy."
Sometimes "idiot" whenever he deserved it.
Never...
Mr. Oliver.
Their eyes met across the darkness.
Andrew understood immediately.
"I'm sorry..."
Oliver gently shook his head.
"No."
His voice was calm.
"So am I."
Neither explained what had changed.
They didn't need to.
Somewhere between yesterday and today...
Andrew had stopped speaking to the boy he had raised.
And started speaking to the man grief had left behind.
Oliver looked back toward the rain beyond the balcony doors.
After a long silence, he whispered almost to himself—
"It doesn't feel like she's gone."
Andrew listened.
"It feels like..."
Oliver struggled for words.
"...the apartment is waiting."
Another silence.
"So am I."
The room fell quiet once more.
The clock continued its patient ticking.
Outside, the city carried on with its ordinary night.
Inside, the apartment remained exactly as Grace had left it.
Every book.
Every cup.
Every note.
Every trace of the future they had planned together.
Nothing had changed.
Except the one person who could no longer come home.
And in that suffocating stillness, without tears, without anger, without another word...
Oliver realized something he had never imagined possible.
A house could remain standing.
A life could remain arranged exactly as it had been.
And yet...
A home could cease to exist.

Morning arrived without sunrise.
The rain had never stopped.
It simply changed from a storm into a slow, endless drizzle that coated the windows in thin streams of silver.
The apartment remained dark.
Neither Oliver nor Andrew had opened the curtains.
Neither had switched on a light.
The clock on the living room wall quietly announced six o'clock.
Then seven.
Then eight.
Time continued because it had no reason not to.
Oliver hadn't moved.
He sat beside the balcony window exactly where Andrew had last seen him the previous night.
Still wearing the same coat.
The same shirt.
The same shoes.
One hand rested loosely against the armrest.
The other lay motionless across his lap.
His eyes remained fixed on the rain beyond the glass.
Not watching it.
Looking through it.
As though somewhere beyond the endless gray, the world still made sense.

Andrew emerged quietly from the kitchen.
He carried two cups of coffee.
Out of habit.
The realization struck him only after he'd already poured the second cup.
Grace.
She always insisted morning coffee tasted better when everyone drank together.
Oliver usually disagreed.
Then drank it anyway.
Andrew stared at the untouched second cup.
Very carefully...
He carried only one into the living room.
The other remained alone on the kitchen counter.
Steam curled gently upward.
No one would drink it.

He stopped beside Oliver.
"Coffee."
Oliver didn't answer.
Andrew placed the mug on the small table anyway.
The aroma drifted through the room.
Fresh.
Strong.
Normally Oliver would complain it was too bitter.
Grace would add sugar when he wasn't looking.
He'd pretend not to notice.
She'd pretend she hadn't done it.
Every morning ended exactly the same way.
Today...
The coffee cooled untouched.

Several minutes passed.
Neither man spoke.
The apartment had become fluent in silence.
Andrew finally gathered the courage.
"You should try to sleep."
Oliver continued watching the rain.
"I already did."
Andrew frowned slightly.
"You haven't closed your eyes."
Oliver's voice remained quiet.
"I rested."
A pause.
"...Yesterday."
Andrew looked at him.
For the first time since the disappearance...
He realized Oliver wasn't confused.
He simply no longer measured life in days.
Everything before yesterday belonged to another existence.
Everything after...
Was something else entirely.

Andrew lowered himself into the chair opposite him.
His knees protested softly.
Age had begun settling into his body years ago.
Today...
It seemed heavier.
He wrapped both hands around the warm coffee mug.
Mostly to keep them from shaking.
"I've been thinking."
Oliver didn't respond.
"The police..."
"They're doing everything they can."
Still nothing.
"Inspector Hayes impressed me."
Silence.
"He isn't giving up."
Oliver finally blinked.
"He shouldn't."
Andrew nodded.
"He won't."
Another long silence followed.
Rain tapped gently against the balcony doors.
The refrigerator hummed somewhere in the distance.
A passing ambulance wailed through the city before fading away.
Life continued beyond the apartment.
Inside...
Everything remained frozen.

Without warning...
Oliver spoke.
"Andrew."
The older man looked up immediately.
"Yes, Mr. Oliver."
This time...
Oliver didn't react to the title.
It no longer mattered.
His voice remained calm.
"So..."
A pause.
"Do you know what my parents looked like?"
Andrew wasn't expecting the question.
Not today.
Not after everything else.
He answered honestly.
"Yes."
Oliver continued watching the rain.
"Were they happy?"
Andrew smiled sadly.
"They loved each other."
"That's not what I asked."
"No."
Andrew looked toward the window.
"They were happy because they loved you."
Silence.
Oliver absorbed the sentence without expression.
After nearly a minute...
He asked another question.
"Do you know why I never asked you about them?"
Andrew slowly shook his head.
"No."
Oliver leaned back in the chair.
His eyes never left the rain.
"When I was little..."
"I used to hear people talking."
"They'd say..."
"'He doesn't remember them.'"
"'Poor boy.'"
He smiled without warmth.
"They always sounded sorry."
Andrew remained silent.
"They wanted me to remember faces."
Oliver continued.
"They thought memories would help."
"They were wrong."

The room grew impossibly quiet.
Oliver spoke almost as though he were remembering someone else's childhood.
"I realized something very early."
"If I remembered them..."
"I would miss them."
"If I forgot them..."
"There would be nothing to lose."
Andrew's grip tightened around the coffee mug.
He had never heard Oliver speak about this.
Not once in twenty years.
"I don't remember my mother's voice."
Oliver continued.
"I don't remember my father's laugh."
"I don't remember what they smelled like."
"I don't even know if my memories are real..."
"...or photographs someone showed me."
He looked down at his hands.
"So..."
"I stopped asking."
Andrew lowered his eyes.
He suddenly understood.
Oliver hadn't forgotten because he was too young.
He had chosen to forget.
It had been a child's way of surviving.

Oliver drew a slow breath.
"I convinced myself..."
"...that I didn't need another family."
Another pause.
"I had work."
"The company."
"My watches."
"My routines."
"They never left."
Andrew looked toward him.
Oliver's voice became almost inaudible.
"Then..."
"You happened."
Andrew frowned.
"Sir..."
Oliver finally turned toward him.
"You stayed."
No emotion crossed his face.
Only certainty.
"You taught me how to shave."
"How to drive."
"How to tie a tie."
"You were there after every board meeting."
"Every birthday."
"Every failure."
"Every success."
A long silence settled between them.
Oliver spoke the next sentence so softly Andrew almost missed it.
"I never needed to remember my parents..."
"...because somewhere along the way..."
"...you became enough."
Andrew looked away immediately.
His eyes burned.
He swallowed hard.
For years...
He had thought he was merely keeping a promise made to Oliver's parents.
He had never imagined the boy had quietly accepted him as family.
He couldn't answer.
There were no words large enough.
Only silence.
And the unbearable knowledge that even being enough...
Had not been enough to save Oliver from losing the person he loved most.

Andrew lowered his head.
He could no longer look at Oliver.
For years...
He had carried guilt.
Guilt that he had survived when Oliver's parents had not.
Guilt that he could never replace them.
He had spent two decades believing he had merely fulfilled a responsibility.
Now...
He realized he had unknowingly become a father.
And somehow...
Even that hadn't been enough.
The apartment remained silent.
Only the rain spoke.

Oliver turned back toward the window.
His reflection stared back at him through the glass.
He barely recognized it.
"I told myself something."
Andrew listened quietly.
"When people leave..."
"They can't hurt you anymore."
A pause.
"So I stopped letting people become home."
Another.
"It worked."
His voice carried no pride.
Only exhaustion.
"I never asked what my mother looked like."
"I never asked what my father sounded like."
"I never visited their room."
"I never opened old albums."
"I thought..."
"If I didn't build another family..."
"I'd never have to lose one again."
Andrew closed his eyes.
He knew where this was going.
He wished he didn't.

Oliver smiled.
A tiny, broken smile.
"Then Grace happened."
The name lingered in the room.
Everything seemed quieter after it.
"I wasn't planning on loving anyone."
"I didn't even notice it happening."
"She argued with me."
"Interrupted meetings."
"Moved my watches because she thought they looked 'lonely.'"
Andrew almost smiled.
Grace had actually done that.
Oliver would spend an hour searching for a watch while Grace pretended not to know where it was.
Eventually she'd point toward another shelf and laugh until she cried.
Oliver always acted annoyed.
He never was.

Oliver's voice softened.
"She ruined every routine I had."
Another pause.
"And somehow..."
"...everything became better."
Silence.
"I started leaving work early."
"I started eating breakfast."
"I started celebrating birthdays."
"I started imagining..."
He stopped.
His throat tightened for the first time.
"...tomorrow."
The last word barely escaped.
Andrew felt something inside him break.

Oliver leaned forward.
His elbows rested on his knees.
His hands clasped together.
"When she told me..."
He stopped again.
His eyes remained fixed on the floor.
"I didn't know."
Andrew understood immediately.
"The baby."
Oliver nodded once.
"I was carrying a ring."
"She was carrying our child."
Another silence.
"We were both walking toward the same future..."
His voice disappeared for several seconds.
"...and neither of us reached it."

Andrew could no longer remain silent.
He leaned forward.
"Mr. Oliver..."
Oliver looked up.
Andrew searched desperately for something—
Anything—
That might keep hope alive.
"She..."
He swallowed.
"...she might still be alive."
The sentence sounded weak even to him.
But it was all he had left.
Oliver looked at him for a very long time.
Not angry.
Not disappointed.
Simply tired.
Then he asked quietly—
"Tell me one."
Andrew frowned.
"Sir?"
"One."
Oliver's voice remained almost emotionless.
"Tell me one missing person."
Silence.
"In Morke..."
"...who came home."
Andrew opened his mouth.
Nothing came.
Names flooded his memory.
Cases.
Newspaper headlines.
Faces that had stared from missing posters before fading into forgotten archives.
Children.
Parents.
Students.
Workers.
Tourists.
Thirty years.
Not one.
He searched harder.
Surely there had been someone.
One.
Just one.
His mind refused to produce a name.
Because there wasn't one.

Oliver watched him.
He already knew.
Andrew's silence confirmed what words never could.
Oliver lowered his eyes.
"I thought so."
The sentence carried no anger.
No bitterness.
Only acceptance.
Hope didn't die with a scream.
Sometimes...
It simply ran out of reasons to exist.

The coffee beside Oliver had gone completely cold.
He picked it up.
Took one sip.
Made no expression.
Set it back down.
"I've been waiting..."
he said quietly,
"...for someone to tell me this would end differently."
Andrew whispered,
"I'm sorry."
Oliver shook his head.
"So am I."

Another long silence settled over the apartment.
This one felt different.
Heavier.
Final.
The rain had almost stopped.
Only occasional drops struck the balcony railing now.
The city beyond the glass slowly returned to life.
Cars moved.
People walked.
Someone somewhere laughed.
Oliver listened.
It sounded like another world.

He stood.
Andrew instinctively rose with him.
Oliver walked slowly toward the study at the end of the hallway.
The room had once belonged to his father.
He rarely entered it.
Dust covered several shelves.
Old engineering books.
Company records.
Locked cabinets.
Family documents.
Andrew watched from the doorway.
"What are you looking for?"
Oliver didn't answer immediately.
He unlocked one of the steel filing cabinets built into the wall.
Inside...
Rows of old case files.
Corporate investigations.
Insurance reports.
Government correspondence accumulated through decades of business and cooperation with city officials.
Oliver's fingers moved carefully across the labels.
He wasn't searching randomly.
He was remembering.
Then...
He stopped.
One faded folder rested deeper than the others.
The paper had yellowed with age.
The ink had begun fading.
Across the tab, handwritten nearly thirty years earlier, were the words:
MORKE MISSING PERSON CASES
Oliver slowly pulled the folder free.
Dust drifted into the air.
Andrew stared.
"Mr. Oliver..."
Oliver held the file in both hands.
For the first time since Grace disappeared...
His eyes no longer looked empty.
They looked focused.
Not hopeful.
Purposeful.
A dangerous difference.
He spoke without looking at Andrew.
"If hope won't bring her back..."
He opened the old folder.
Pages crackled softly.
"...then I'll find the man..."
He turned the first page.
"...who took it away."
The room fell silent.
Outside, the last drops of rain slid down the window.
Inside...
Oliver Vale stopped waiting for miracles.
And quietly...
Almost imperceptibly...
He began searching for impossible ones.


The study had not been opened in years.
Dust hung motionless in the stale air, disturbed only by the narrow beam of morning light slipping between the curtains. Shelves climbed from floor to ceiling, filled with engineering journals, patent files, company ledgers, and decades of carefully archived records. Every document had been catalogued. Every drawer labeled.
Oliver had designed the filing system after becoming CEO.
Nothing in this room was ever misplaced.
Today...
He intended to prove the city had done exactly that.
The old folder rested open across the mahogany desk.
Its corners had softened with age.
The paper carried the yellow tint of three forgotten decades.
Across the first page, stamped in fading blue ink, were the words:
MORKE METROPOLITAN POLICE
UNRESOLVED MISSING PERSON CASES
Andrew remained in the doorway.
He had watched Oliver bury himself in work before.
After difficult acquisitions.
During financial crashes.
When factories caught fire.
Whenever life became unbearable...
Oliver worked.
But this was different.
Work had once been an escape.
Now...
It was becoming a weapon.

Oliver pulled the first stack of reports toward him.
Date.
Victim.
Location.
Age.
Occupation.
Status.
He read every line.
Twice.
Then again.
He wasn't searching for sympathy.
He was searching for structure.
Patterns existed.
They always did.
People merely stopped looking once hope disappeared.
Oliver refused to.
Not yet.

By noon...
The desk had disappeared beneath paper.
Crime scene photographs.
Police statements.
Witness interviews.
Hand-drawn maps.
Forensic summaries.
Oliver arranged them into precise columns.
Victims by age.
Victims by occupation.
Victims by location.
Victims by year.
Andrew watched the process quietly.
Every movement remained measured.
Methodical.
Grace's disappearance had not made Oliver reckless.
It had made him terrifyingly organized.

The grandfather clock downstairs struck twelve.
Andrew entered carrying lunch.
Vegetable soup.
Bread.
Coffee.
He placed the tray gently beside the desk.
"Mr. Oliver."
No answer.
"I brought something to eat."
Oliver continued reading.
Andrew waited.
Another minute passed.
The soup slowly lost its steam.
"Sir..."
Without looking up, Oliver replied,
"Leave it."
Andrew hesitated.
"You haven't eaten since yesterday."
"I know."
"You need strength."
Oliver finally lifted his eyes.
They were calm.
Too calm.
"I don't need strength."
"I need answers."
Andrew wanted to argue.
Instead...
He quietly placed the tray on a nearby table.
It remained untouched.

The study grew darker as afternoon clouds gathered overhead.
Oliver switched on the desk lamp.
A circle of warm light illuminated only the documents.
Everything else disappeared into shadow.
He preferred it that way.
The outside world no longer mattered.
Only these pages.
Only these names.
Only these people.
He began pinning maps across a corkboard mounted on the wall.
Each disappearance received a red marker.
Dates beneath them.
Victim names beside them.
Lines connecting districts.
Distances measured carefully with a ruler.
Andrew watched from behind.
The board slowly transformed into something resembling a military campaign.
Not grief.
Preparation.

Hours passed.
Oliver spoke only when necessary.
"Marker."
Andrew handed him one.
"Tape."
Andrew passed the roll across the desk.
"Another file."
Without realizing it...
Andrew had become an assistant rather than a guardian.
The study no longer belonged to a grieving man.
It belonged to a CEO conducting an investigation.
Except...
The warmth had vanished.
Years ago Oliver would have thanked him.
Made a joke.
Complained about paperwork.
Now...
Nothing.
Only silence.

Late afternoon.
Oliver finished the seventeenth case.
He leaned back for the first time all day.
His eyes moved across the board.
Nine disappearances.
Thirty years.
Different ages.
Different professions.
Different neighborhoods.
No ransom.
No bodies.
No witnesses.
No explanation.
He whispered to himself,
"Impossible."
Then immediately corrected it.
"No."
His voice hardened.
"Unexplained."
There was a difference.
Impossible meant surrender.
Unexplained meant someone had simply failed.
Oliver had no intention of failing.

Andrew looked toward the untouched tray.
The soup had gone cold.
Again.
He quietly removed it from the room.
An hour later...
He returned with fresh coffee.
Oliver never noticed.

Night arrived unnoticed.
The only light inside the study came from the desk lamp and the city skyline beyond the rain-covered windows.
Oliver stood before the investigation board.
Hands folded behind his back.
Studying.
Thinking.
Every report repeated the same phrases.
No evidence.
Victim vanished.
Investigation ongoing.
Case suspended.
He hated those words.
Not because they were wrong.
Because they meant people had eventually stopped trying.
He wouldn't.

Near midnight...
Andrew returned one last time.
"Mr. Oliver."
Silence.
"You should sleep."
Oliver didn't turn around.
"I'll sleep."
"When?"
"When I understand."
Andrew looked toward the investigation board.
"You've read hundreds of pages."
"I've read what they wrote."
"And?"
Oliver finally faced him.
"They're asking the wrong questions."
Andrew frowned.
"What do you mean?"
Oliver walked toward the corkboard.
Tapped one report.
"Every detective asked..."
'Who disappeared?'
He tapped another.
"Where?"
Another.
"When?"
He looked directly at Andrew.
"No one asked..."
"...why it started."
Andrew stared at him.
Oliver turned back toward the board.
His eyes slowly moved upward.
Higher.
Past the recent cases.
Past the ten-year-old reports.
Past the twenty-year-old files.
Until they reached the oldest document pinned in the upper left corner.
The paper was darker than the others.
Brittle.
Almost forgotten.
Its date read:
Thirty Years Earlier.
Oliver stepped closer.
For several long seconds...
He simply stared.
Something about it...
Didn't belong.

Oliver climbed onto the small wooden step stool beside the archive shelves.
The oldest file sat almost forgotten.
Dust coated its spine.
No one had touched it in years.
Perhaps decades.
He carefully removed it.
A cloud of dust drifted through the beam of the desk lamp before disappearing into the darkness.
Across the cover, written in faded black ink, were the words:
CASE 001
MISSING PERSON
DATE: 30 YEARS AGO
Oliver frowned.
Case one.
Not the first case he had read.
The first case.
He slowly opened the folder.

The first page contained a photograph.
A man in his early forties.
Sharp eyes.
Neatly combed dark hair.
Round glasses.
A reserved smile.
Not a criminal.
Not a politician.
Not a celebrity.
Simply...
An engineer.
Beneath the photograph—
NAME: DR. VINCENT KAINE
Oliver read it once.
Then again.
Something stirred in his memory.
Not recognition.
Association.
He had heard the name before.
Somewhere.
Years ago.

He turned the page.
Occupation:
Director of Research & Development
Vale Horology Industries
Oliver froze.
His father's company.
His company.
His heartbeat slowed instead of quickening.
He hated coincidence.
Because coincidence usually meant someone hadn't looked closely enough.
He continued reading.

Status: Missing
Last Seen: Leaving Research Facility Seven.
Vehicle: Located abandoned.
Phone: Recovered.
Wallet: Recovered.
Witnesses: None.
Suspects: None.
Conclusion: Investigation suspended.
Oliver looked at the final line for several seconds.
Suspended.
Another dead word.
Another investigation that had eventually accepted defeat.
He closed his eyes.
No.
Someone had simply stopped asking questions.

He flipped to the next section.
Family.
His expression changed.
Wife: Deceased
Son: Deceased
Daughter: Deceased
Cause of death...
Home invasion.
Occurred six days before Vincent Kaine disappeared.
Oliver read the paragraph twice.
Then a third time.
His jaw tightened.
The sequence felt wrong.
A respected scientist loses his family.
Six days later...
He disappears.
Not kidnapped.
Not murdered.
Disappears.

Andrew quietly entered the study carrying another cup of coffee.
He stopped when he noticed Oliver standing perfectly still.
"What is it, Mr. Oliver?"
Oliver didn't answer immediately.
Instead, he handed Andrew the photograph.
Andrew adjusted his glasses.
His eyes widened.
"I know him."
Oliver slowly looked up.
"You do?"
Andrew nodded.
"Not personally."
"But I remember seeing him when your father was alive."
"He worked in the research division."
"A quiet man."
"Brilliant."
"He rarely left the laboratories."
Oliver took the photograph back.
"So he was real."
Andrew looked confused.
"What do you mean?"
Oliver didn't answer.
He was already turning pages again.

The further he read...
The stranger the file became.
Internal memorandums.
Research budgets.
Security clearance requests.
Laboratory expansion approvals.
Then—
A confidential document.
Stamped in red.
INTERNAL USE ONLY
Oliver unfolded it carefully.
Half the page had been blacked out.
Government order.
The remaining paragraphs survived.
His eyes moved rapidly across them.
"...experimental temporal resonance..."
"...chronological displacement..."
"...prototype unstable..."
"...Director Kaine requests additional funding..."
Oliver stopped.
Read the lines again.
Temporal.
Chronological.
Displacement.
Engineering terminology.
Not fantasy.
Scientific language.
He frowned.
"What..."
he whispered,
"...were you building?"

Andrew noticed the expression on Oliver's face.
"What is it?"
Oliver silently handed him the document.
Andrew read it.
Once.
Then again.
His face slowly drained of color.
"I remember..."
His voice had become almost inaudible.
"There were rumors."
Oliver looked up.
"What rumors?"
Andrew hesitated.
"No one believed them."
"What rumors?"
Andrew finally answered.
"They said Dr. Kaine wanted to build..."
He laughed once.
Not because it was funny.
Because it sounded absurd.
"...a machine that could alter time."
Silence.
Oliver stared at him.
Neither man spoke.
The rain tapped gently against the windows once more.

Andrew quickly shook his head.
"It was nonsense."
"Scientists dream."
"People exaggerate."
"No company would ever—"
Oliver interrupted.
"My father funded him."
Andrew stopped.
Oliver held up the document.
"This isn't gossip."
"This is company authorization."
Another page.
Another signature.
His father's name.
Approved.
Budget released.
Laboratory expansion granted.
Oliver slowly lowered the paper.
"He wasn't laughed out of the building."
"He wasn't dismissed."
"He was funded."
Andrew looked at the signature.
Then back at Oliver.
For the first time...
He began doubting his own certainty.

Oliver returned to the first page.
Dr. Vincent Kaine smiled calmly from the faded photograph.
A man history had forgotten.
A man whose family had been murdered.
A man who disappeared without explanation.
A man researching...
Time.
Oliver's eyes slowly narrowed.
He spoke almost to himself.
"The first disappearance..."
Andrew waited.
"...wasn't Grace."
He looked back at Vincent's photograph.
"It was him."
The room fell silent.
Not because either man had found an answer.
Because, for the first time since Grace vanished...
Oliver had found a direction.
He carefully closed the file.
Not with grief.
Not with despair.
With intention.
He looked toward the investigation board covering the wall.
Every missing person.
Every location.
Every date.
Every unanswered question.
His eyes returned to Vincent Kaine's photograph.
Very quietly...
Almost as though making a promise to someone already gone...
Oliver spoke.
"If I want to find Grace..."
He rested one hand on the old file.
"...I have to find you first."
Outside...
The rain finally stopped.
And for the first time since Grace disappeared...
Oliver was no longer searching blindly.
He had found the first thread.
He intended to pull it until the truth unraveled.

The study no longer belonged to Oliver.
It belonged to Vincent Kaine.
The man's faded photograph lay at the center of the desk, illuminated by the brass lamp that had burned throughout the night. Around it, dozens of police reports remained scattered in precise rows, each one describing another disappearance, another family left with questions, another investigation abandoned to time.
Oliver hadn't slept.
The clock insisted it was three in the morning.
His body disagreed.
His mind had forgotten the difference between yesterday and today.
Andrew quietly entered the study carrying another cup of coffee.
He no longer asked whether Oliver wanted it.
He simply placed it beside the lamp.
Like all the others.
It would grow cold.

Oliver never looked up.
His eyes remained fixed on Vincent's photograph.
The scientist looked... ordinary.
Not brilliant.
Not eccentric.
Not like the kind of man newspapers later turned into legends.
Just another employee.
Another father.
Another husband.
Someone who smiled because a camera had asked him to.
Oliver found himself staring at the man's eyes.
He wondered whether Vincent had known.
Whether six days before his family died...
He had kissed his wife goodbye without realizing it would be the last time.
Whether he had promised his daughter he'd be home for dinner.
Whether she had waited by the window.
The thoughts came uninvited.
He closed the file.
Immediately opened it again.
Grace.
The connection hurt.
Two families.
Thirty years apart.
The same ending.

Andrew noticed the change.
Until now...
Oliver had been reading like a businessman.
Searching for facts.
Patterns.
Evidence.
Now...
He was reading like a man trying to understand another man's grief.
There was a difference.
A painful one.

Oliver turned another page.
INCIDENT REPORT
Date: 18 October
Victims:
Emily Kaine.
Age: 38.
Relationship: Wife.
Claire Kaine.
Age: 9.
Relationship: Daughter.
Oliver stopped.
Nine.
Claire had been nine years old.
He stared at the number longer than the names themselves.
Nine.
His fingers unconsciously tightened around the edge of the paper.
Children weren't supposed to appear inside police files.
Children were supposed to appear inside school photographs.
Birthday albums.
Drawings taped to refrigerators.
Not homicide reports.
He slowly continued reading.

The report was painfully clinical.
Time of discovery: 7:14 p.m.
Location: Kaine residence.
Forced entry: None.
Cause of death: Undetermined.
Signs of struggle: Minimal.
Missing property: None.
Oliver frowned.
None.
No robbery.
No valuables stolen.
No financial motive.
He read further.
Still nothing.
No enemies.
No threats.
No known disputes.
The investigators had reached the same conclusion three decades earlier.
No motive.

Oliver leaned back.
His chair creaked softly.
"...No."
Andrew looked up.
"Sir?"
"This doesn't make sense."
He slid the report across the desk.
Andrew adjusted his glasses.
"What doesn't?"
Oliver spoke slowly.
"If someone wanted money..."
"...nothing was taken."
"If someone wanted revenge..."
"...there's no history."
"If someone wanted Vincent..."
"...why kill his family first?"
Andrew remained silent.
Oliver continued thinking aloud.
"The order is wrong."
"What do you mean?"
Oliver looked toward Vincent's photograph.
"They murdered his family."
"Then..."
"They left him alive."
Andrew frowned.
"Perhaps he wasn't home."
Oliver nodded.
"I thought that too."
He picked up another report.
"He wasn't."
"He was still at work."
Silence.
"So..."
He whispered,
"...someone knew."
Andrew's expression slowly changed.
"You think..."
"They knew his schedule."
Oliver nodded once.
"Exactly."

The room became very quiet.
Rain had finally stopped outside.
For the first time in days...
The city itself seemed to be listening.
Oliver reached for another document.
A newspaper clipping.
Its headline filled almost half the page.
TRAGEDY STRIKES LEADING SCIENTIST'S FAMILY
He ignored the article.
Instead...
He studied the photograph.
Police tape.
Neighbors.
Reporters.
Vincent standing beside an ambulance.
His face...
Emotionless.
Not because he didn't care.
Because grief had already emptied him.
Oliver's breathing slowed.
He couldn't stop looking.
Andrew quietly asked,
"What is it?"
Oliver never looked away from the photograph.
"...His eyes."
Andrew stepped closer.
"What about them?"
Oliver spoke almost to himself.
"I've seen them before."
A pause.
"...In the mirror."

Neither man spoke for several moments.
Oliver carefully placed Grace's engagement ring beside Vincent's photograph.
The contrast felt unbearable.
One man had already lost everything.
Another was beginning to.
For the first time since Grace disappeared...
Oliver wasn't thinking about finding a suspect.
He was thinking about another man who had once stood exactly where he stood now.
Broken.
Alone.
Searching for answers no one could give.
He whispered almost apologetically,
"I'm sorry."
Andrew looked confused.
"Sir?"
Oliver shook his head.
"Not you."
His eyes remained on Vincent's photograph.
"Him."

He turned another page.
The final section described Vincent's disappearance.
Six days after the murders...
He stopped reading.
Six days.
Oliver quietly counted backward.
One.
Two.
Three.
Four.
Five.
Six.
Grace had been missing for three.
Halfway.
The realization sent a cold shiver through him.
He imagined six days passing.
Six days without answers.
Without sleep.
Without hope.
Would he become Vincent?
Would he disappear too?
He lowered his head.
For the first time since opening the file...
His composure cracked.
Not through tears.
Through fear.
Not fear of losing Grace.
That had already happened.
Fear...
Of becoming the man whose story he was reading.
Andrew noticed Oliver's hands trembling.
Only slightly.
But enough.
He quietly placed one hand on Oliver's shoulder.
Oliver didn't pull away.
He simply whispered,
"...I understand him."
Andrew closed his eyes.
He wished Oliver had never said those words.
Because he understood them too.

Oliver drew a long, unsteady breath.
Then straightened the papers on the desk with almost obsessive precision.
One stack.
Then another.
Finally, he lifted the personnel file clipped to the back of the investigation.
Across the cover was stamped:
EMPLOYEE RECORD — VINCENT KAINE
Underneath:
Director, Research & Development
Vale Horology Industries
Oliver stared at the company logo.
His company.
His parents' company.
His family's history.
Whatever happened to Vincent Kaine...
had begun inside these walls.
He slowly closed the personnel file.
Then looked at Andrew.
His voice was calm again.
Too calm.
"Andrew."
"Yes, Mr. Oliver."
"I want every archived document this company has on Vincent Kaine."
Andrew hesitated.
"Personnel files?"
"Everything."
"Research."
"Financial records."
"Laboratory logs."
"Engineering notebooks."
"Security footage if any survived."
"Board meeting minutes."
"Every piece of paper with his name on it."
Andrew studied Oliver's face.
The grief was still there.
It always would be.
But something else had taken root beside it.
Curiosity.
Purpose.
Obsession.
Oliver looked back at Vincent's photograph one final time.
Very quietly, he said,
"If the police couldn't understand you..."
"...then I'll start where they never looked."
He rested his hand on the old company emblem embossed on the personnel file.
"...Home."

The study remained silent.
Oliver's request lingered in the air long after he had spoken.
Andrew stood motionless beside the desk.
He had served the Vale family for almost three decades.
He remembered board meetings.
Factory expansions.
The funeral of Oliver's parents.
Even the day Oliver became CEO.
Never...
Not once...
Had he seen that expression.
Oliver wasn't looking for information.
He was looking for a reason to keep breathing.

Andrew slowly nodded.
"I'll speak with the archives."
Oliver looked up.
"No."
Andrew frowned.
"I'll do it myself."
"Mr. Oliver—"
"I said..."
His voice remained calm.
"...I'll do it myself."
The sentence wasn't harsh.
It didn't need to be.
Andrew recognized the tone immediately.
The CEO had returned.
Not the warm leader employees admired.
The version who negotiated billion-dollar contracts without changing his heartbeat.
Except...
Something fundamental had disappeared.
Compassion.

The first rays of morning light crept through the curtains.
Neither man noticed.
Oliver carefully slid Vincent's personnel file into a leather document case.
Beside it...
He placed the police investigation.
The newspaper articles.
Crime-scene photographs.
Witness statements.
Nothing was left behind.
Every page mattered.
If Vincent Kaine had left answers...
Oliver refused to let them remain buried for another thirty years.

He stopped at one photograph.
It wasn't part of the police investigation.
It had been clipped inside the employee record.
Annual Company Research Conference.
Twenty-nine years earlier.
Nearly forty engineers stood together outside Research Building Seven.
Oliver recognized almost none of them.
Until his eyes stopped.
Front row.
Third from the left.
A younger Vincent Kaine.
Standing beside—
Oliver froze.
His father.
Richard Vale.
Both men smiled toward the camera.
Richard's hand rested comfortably on Vincent's shoulder.
Not employer and employee.
Friends.
Andrew noticed Oliver had stopped turning pages.
"What is it?"
Oliver silently handed him the photograph.
Andrew adjusted his glasses.
His eyebrows slowly rose.
"I remember this."
"You do?"
"Your father insisted every research team take a photograph after finishing a major project."
Oliver continued staring at the image.
"They were close."
Andrew nodded.
"Very."
"He trusted Vincent more than anyone."
Silence.
"Sometimes..."
Andrew smiled faintly.
"...I thought Vincent spent more time with your father than his own family."
The sentence struck Oliver harder than Andrew realized.
More time.
Then Vincent lost his family.
Six days later...
He disappeared.

Oliver slowly lowered the photograph.
"If my father trusted him..."
he whispered,
"...why is there almost nothing left?"
Andrew frowned.
"What do you mean?"
Oliver gestured toward the thin personnel file.
"This man ran research for one of the largest watch companies in the country."
"He reported directly to my father."
"He worked here for twelve years."
Another pause.
"And this..."
He lifted the folder.
"...is all that's left?"
Andrew looked down.
Oliver was right.
It wasn't enough.
Not even close.
Personnel evaluations.
Payroll.
Promotion letters.
A few conference photographs.
Nothing about research.
Nothing about laboratories.
Nothing explaining why government documents discussed temporal resonance.
Nothing explaining why his father approved impossible projects.
Oliver quietly closed the folder.
"Someone removed them."
Andrew looked up.
"You think so?"
"I know so."

Oliver crossed the room toward an old steel cabinet built into the wall.
Unlike the filing cabinets beside it...
This one remained locked.
A brass plate beneath the handle read:
EXECUTIVE ARCHIVES
He stared at it.
Andrew's expression changed.
"Mr. Oliver..."
"I haven't opened that room since..."
He stopped.
Since Richard Vale died.
Oliver already knew.
He had avoided it his entire adult life.
Not because he feared paperwork.
Because everything inside belonged to his parents.
Their handwriting.
Their decisions.
Their unfinished work.
For years...
He convinced himself he didn't need to look.
Now...
Grace had changed everything.

He reached into his pocket.
A small leather key case emerged.
Several old brass keys rested inside.
Keys he had inherited years ago.
Keys he had never used.
He examined each one carefully.
Finally...
One carried a tiny engraving.
E.A.
Executive Archives.
Oliver held it in his hand.
It felt unexpectedly heavy.
Andrew watched in silence.
"Your father gave you that."
"I know."
"He hoped one day..."
"...you'd be ready."
Oliver looked at the key.
"I wasn't."
Another pause.
"I am now."

The key slid into the lock.
For a brief moment...
Oliver hesitated.
His hand remained motionless.
He wasn't afraid of opening a cabinet.
He was afraid of opening the past.
Behind that steel door waited his parents' final years.
The years he had deliberately erased from his own memory.
Grace would have smiled gently.
"Some doors aren't meant to stay closed forever."
He almost heard her voice.
Almost.
His fingers tightened around the key.
He slowly turned it.
Click.
The sound echoed through the silent study.
The lock released.
Neither man moved.
Andrew looked toward Oliver.
"You don't have to do this today."
Oliver never took his eyes off the cabinet.
"I should've done it years ago."

He pulled the heavy door open.
Cold air escaped from inside.
Shelves stretched into darkness.
Hundreds of archive boxes.
Engineering journals.
Research binders.
Prototype blueprints.
Company correspondence.
Everything meticulously labeled.
Richard Vale's handwriting appeared across dozens of folders.
Oliver's throat tightened.
His father had touched every one of these.
His mother had probably organized half of them.
He suddenly understood why he had spent twenty years pretending this room didn't exist.
It wasn't storage.
It was a graveyard.

His eyes slowly scanned the labels.
Financial Reports.
International Expansion.
Patent Applications.
Research Division.
Then...
Near the back...
One gray archive box.
Almost hidden.
Its label had faded with time.
Oliver stepped closer.
Brushed away the dust.
The handwriting became visible.
PROJECT CHRONOS
He stopped breathing.
Andrew whispered,
"Mr. Oliver..."
Oliver stared at the box.
Below the title...
A second line appeared in smaller handwriting.
Lead Researcher: Dr. Vincent Kaine
The room fell completely silent.
No rain.
No clock.
No footsteps.
Only two men standing before a forgotten project that should never have existed.
Oliver slowly reached toward the box.
His fingertips hovered above the lid.
Then stopped.
He looked at Andrew.
His voice was barely more than a whisper.
"...Whatever happened to Grace..."
He looked back at the faded words.
"...started long before she was born."
His hand settled gently on the archive box.
Neither man opened it.
Not yet.
Some truths deserved one final moment of silence before they changed everything.

The archive box was heavier than Oliver expected.
Not because of its weight.
Because of what it represented.
For thirty years, it had remained untouched beneath layers of dust inside the Executive Archives, waiting for someone willing to ask questions everyone else had abandoned.
Printed across the lid, in fading black letters, were two words.
PROJECT CHRONOS
Below them...
Lead Researcher: Dr. Vincent Kaine
Oliver rested both hands on the box.
For several seconds...
He simply stared.
Grace.
Vincent.
Thirty years.
Somewhere between them...
There had to be a connection.
Otherwise this was nothing more than another tragedy buried beneath corporate paperwork.
Oliver no longer believed in coincidences.

Andrew stood quietly beside him.
"I've never seen that before."
Oliver nodded absentmindedly.
"Neither have I."
"The company never mentioned Project Chronos."
"No."
Andrew frowned.
"I worked here almost my entire life."
"I know."
"They never spoke about Vincent after he disappeared."
Oliver looked toward him.
"That's exactly what bothers me."
He slowly lifted the lid.
The hinges groaned softly.
A stale scent escaped from inside.
Old paper.
Dust.
Machine oil.
The smell of forgotten years.

The contents had been arranged with astonishing precision.
Research journals.
Engineering notebooks.
Technical blueprints tied together with faded blue ribbon.
Government correspondence.
Budget approvals.
Laboratory access cards.
Audio cassette tapes.
Magnetic storage disks.
Security reports.
Even...
A leather-bound notebook bearing Vincent Kaine's initials.
V.K.
Oliver picked it up first.
The leather had cracked with age.
He carefully opened the cover.
Inside...
Beautiful handwriting stretched across cream-colored pages.
Precise.
Measured.
Disciplined.
Just like an engineer.
The first page read:

PROJECT CHRONOS
Lead Research Log
Dr. Vincent Kaine
"Time is not an enemy to defeat.
It is a dimension to understand."

Oliver read the sentence twice.
Not because he didn't understand it.
Because he hadn't expected poetry inside an engineering journal.
Andrew leaned closer.
"He wrote that?"
Oliver nodded.
"He wasn't trying to sound impossible."
Another page.
Another date.
Another entry.

"Every clock mankind has ever built measures time.
None has ever interacted with it.
That distinction changes everything."

Oliver slowly closed the journal.
His expression remained unreadable.
Andrew spoke first.
"It sounds philosophical."
Oliver shook his head.
"No."
He placed the notebook beside the other documents.
"It sounds like an engineer defining a problem."

He reached for the thick stack of blueprints tied with ribbon.
The first drawing unfolded across nearly the entire desk.
Andrew's eyebrows rose immediately.
"What is that?"
Oliver studied it carefully.
Concentric rings.
Electromagnetic coils.
Microscopic gears.
Atomic oscillators.
Superconducting chambers.
Every component had been meticulously labeled.
Nothing looked fictional.
Nothing resembled science fiction.
It looked...
Possible.
Far beyond ordinary engineering.
But possible.
Across the bottom corner...
One title.
TEMPORAL SYNCHRONIZATION CHAMBER
Oliver whispered the words aloud.
"Temporal..."
Andrew looked uncertain.
"What does that mean?"
Oliver continued studying the equations.
"Synchronization means bringing two systems into perfect alignment."
Andrew nodded slowly.
"So..."
He hesitated.
"Synchronizing..."
Oliver finished the sentence.
"...time."
Silence settled over the room.

Another blueprint.
Another title.
CHRONOLOGICAL DISPLACEMENT STABILIZER
This one appeared even stranger.
Instead of ordinary watch components...
The diagrams showed rotating magnetic fields surrounding a central containment cylinder.
Mathematical equations filled every margin.
Oliver recognized fragments.
Quantum oscillation.
Atomic frequency.
Relativistic correction.
Concepts he remembered studying years earlier during engineering electives before eventually choosing business.
Not impossible.
Just...
Extraordinarily ambitious.
Andrew looked at him.
"Can you understand it?"
Oliver answered honestly.
"Pieces."
"And?"
"The mathematics is real."
Andrew blinked.
"What about..."
He gestured toward the title.
"...the rest?"
Oliver didn't answer immediately.
Instead...
He unfolded a third blueprint.

EXPERIMENTAL ATOMIC RESONANCE ARRAY
Rows of equations.
Frequency graphs.
Energy curves.
Radiation calculations.
Nothing mentioned magic.
Nothing mentioned miracles.
Everything relied upon physics.
Engineering.
Precision.
Vincent wasn't trying to invent fantasy.
He was attempting to manipulate one of the universe's measurable dimensions.
Time.

Andrew slowly sat down.
"This..."
He struggled for words.
"...this can't be real."
Oliver looked toward him.
"Why?"
"Because..."
Andrew laughed nervously.
"People can't build machines that travel through time."
Oliver quietly replied,
"They also once believed people couldn't fly."
Andrew fell silent.
Oliver continued.
"The impossible usually remains impossible..."
"...until someone proves otherwise."

He reached deeper into the archive box.
Another folder.
This one carried an official government seal.
Across the cover...
CLASSIFIED
TEMPORARY SCIENTIFIC REVIEW
Oliver opened it.
Several pages had been heavily redacted.
Black ink covered entire paragraphs.
But enough remained visible.
"Following preliminary evaluation..."
"Project Chronos demonstrates measurable temporal synchronization under laboratory conditions..."
"Further funding approved pending stability improvements..."
Oliver stopped reading.
Andrew stared.
"Government?"
Oliver nodded slowly.
"They knew."
Another page.
"Recommendation: Continue research under strict confidentiality."
Another.
"Public disclosure prohibited until experimental validation."
Oliver slowly lowered the documents.
This wasn't the fantasy of one obsessed scientist.
Governments don't classify fantasies.
They classify possibilities.

He opened another envelope.
Inside...
Letters exchanged between Vincent and Richard Vale.
His father.
Oliver recognized Richard's handwriting immediately.
Strong.
Elegant.
Confident.
The first letter read:

Vincent,
If anyone else had brought me this proposal, I would have rejected it immediately.
But I have watched you solve problems every other scientist insisted were impossible.
If there is even a one percent chance your theory is correct...
...history deserves to know.
You have my support.
— Richard Vale

Oliver's breathing slowed.
His father hadn't funded Project Chronos out of blind faith.
He had trusted Vincent.
Completely.
Andrew quietly whispered,
"Your father believed him."
Oliver nodded.
"So did the government."
He looked around the room.
"So someone else..."
"...didn't."

He carefully returned the letter to its envelope.
Then reached toward the very bottom of the archive box.
One final folder remained.
Unlike the others...
It carried no title.
Only a yellow evidence sticker.
Across it...
Three handwritten words.
LABORATORY SECURITY LOGS
Oliver looked at Andrew.
Neither spoke.
He slowly opened the folder.
The first page listed every entry into Research Facility Seven during Vincent Kaine's final week.
Employee names.
Access times.
Exit times.
Page after page.
Routine.
Orderly.
Normal.
Until...
The final day.
Oliver's eyes stopped moving.
One line stood alone at the bottom of the page.
ENTRY: Dr. Vincent Kaine
07:42 A.M.
He looked lower.
Searching for the matching exit record.
There wasn't one.
His heartbeat slowed.
Not because he was afraid.
Because he had finally found something impossible.
Vincent Kaine entered the laboratory.
But according to Vale Horology's own security records...
He never left.

Oliver read the final line again.
ENTRY: Dr. Vincent Kaine
07:42 A.M.
Nothing beneath it.
No exit.
No security clearance.
No departure log.
No emergency evacuation.
Nothing.
For several long seconds, neither man spoke.
The silence inside the archive room became almost unbearable.
Andrew finally broke it.
"Maybe..."
His voice lacked conviction.
"...the records were incomplete."
Oliver slowly shook his head.
"No."
He pointed to the bottom of the page.
"The system automatically logs every badge movement."
Andrew leaned closer.
Oliver continued.
"If someone leaves through any secured exit..."
"...the database creates another entry."
He tapped the empty space beneath Vincent's name.
"It never happened."

Andrew looked back at the page.
"So..."
His throat tightened.
"...he never came out?"
Oliver didn't answer.
He couldn't.
Because every logical explanation felt inadequate.
If Vincent had died inside...
There would have been a body.
If he'd escaped...
There would have been another record.
If someone kidnapped him...
Every alarm in the facility would have activated.
None had.
It was as though...
The laboratory itself had swallowed him.

Oliver reached deeper into the folder.
A transparent evidence sleeve slid onto the desk.
Inside rested several optical storage discs.
Each carried a handwritten label.
LAB-7 CAMERA A
LAB-7 CAMERA B
LAB-7 INTERIOR
FINAL RECORDING
Andrew's heartbeat quickened.
"Security footage..."
Oliver nodded.
"It survived."
Andrew looked toward the old media cabinet built into the archives.
"I don't think anything here can read those anymore."
Oliver followed his gaze.
The cabinet remained exactly as it had thirty years earlier.
Dust coated every shelf.
Old monitors.
Analog recorders.
Digital converters.
Technology abandoned by progress.
Yet untouched.
Because no one had expected anyone to return.

Oliver crossed the room.
His fingers brushed layers of dust from an aging workstation.
A faded company sticker still clung to its side.
Vale Horology — Security Division
He pressed the power button.
Nothing.
Again.
Silence.
Andrew quietly walked beside him.
"There should be backup power."
He disappeared behind the cabinet.
Several moments later...
A heavy mechanical switch echoed somewhere deeper in the archive.
The lights flickered.
The old computer suddenly hummed to life.
Its cooling fan complained loudly after decades of silence.
Oliver watched the loading screen appear.
A company logo.
Then...
An outdated operating system.
Still functioning.
Barely.

Minutes later...
The first security disc spun inside the reader.
The monitor crackled.
Horizontal lines rolled across the screen before slowly stabilizing.
Black-and-white footage appeared.
Research Facility Seven.
Reception area.
Time stamp.
18 October — 07:39 A.M.
Three minutes before Vincent entered.
The laboratory looked ordinary.
Researchers walked through corridors carrying folders and equipment.
Someone laughed at reception.
Another scientist complained about coffee.
Normal.
Painfully normal.
Oliver watched carefully.
Every face.
Every movement.
Every second.

Then...
07:42.
The front doors opened.
Vincent Kaine entered.
He wore a dark overcoat over his laboratory uniform.
In one hand...
A leather briefcase.
In the other...
A small metal container.
He paused briefly near reception.
Smiled politely at the security guard.
The guard nodded back.
Nothing unusual.
Vincent walked calmly toward the restricted laboratory doors.
He never looked frightened.
Never looked hurried.
He entered his access code.
The reinforced doors opened.
He disappeared inside.
The doors closed.
The timestamp continued.
07:43.
07:44.
07:45.
Oliver didn't blink.

The footage continued for nearly six hours.
Scientists entered.
Scientists left.
Maintenance workers.
Delivery staff.
Engineers.
Everyone appeared.
Everyone disappeared.
Everyone...
Except Vincent.
Andrew whispered,
"My God..."
Oliver remained expressionless.
His eyes never left the screen.

He inserted the second disc.
Interior laboratory footage.
The image quality deteriorated immediately.
Only one camera existed inside Laboratory Seven.
Mounted high in the corner.
Wide enough to observe almost the entire room.
The timestamp resumed.
07:42.
The laboratory appeared unlike anything Andrew had expected.
It wasn't filled with watches.
Or clocks.
Instead...
Massive superconducting rings surrounded the center of the room.
Copper coils stretched across the ceiling.
High-voltage capacitors lined reinforced walls.
Dozens of synchronized atomic clocks surrounded a circular steel platform built into the floor.
Everything looked...
Real.
Not theatrical.
Not fantastical.
The equipment resembled decades of cutting-edge engineering assembled toward one impossible objective.
Oliver whispered,
"...He really built it."

Vincent entered.
He placed his briefcase on a workbench.
Removed several handwritten notebooks.
Walked slowly around the circular platform.
Checking instruments.
Adjusting frequencies.
Recording measurements.
He appeared calm.
Routine.
As though this experiment was simply another day at work.
Andrew frowned.
"He doesn't look like a desperate man."
Oliver quietly replied,
"Maybe he'd already made peace with losing everything."
The sentence lingered between them.
Neither wanted to acknowledge how closely it mirrored Oliver himself.

Forty-seven minutes passed.
Vincent continued preparing equipment.
Then...
He stopped.
Slowly...
He looked directly toward the security camera.
Oliver frowned.
Vincent shouldn't have been able to see it.
Yet...
He smiled.
Not at the camera.
At whoever might one day watch it.
He quietly mouthed something.
The recording contained no audio.
Oliver replayed the moment.
Again.
And again.
Three words.
Andrew leaned closer.
"What did he say?"
Oliver studied Vincent's lips carefully.
Then answered.
"I hope..."
Replay.
"...this..."
Replay.
"...works."
Silence.

Vincent walked toward the center platform.
Activated a control console.
Rows of machines awakened simultaneously.
Warning lights illuminated the laboratory.
Power readings climbed.
Electrical arcs danced harmlessly between containment coils.
The synchronized atomic clocks began spinning faster.
Not physically.
Digitally.
Every display accelerated together.
Perfect synchronization.
Oliver looked toward the research notes scattered across the desk.
One phrase repeated throughout Vincent's journals suddenly made sense.
Temporal Synchronization.
Not moving through time.
Making every measurable reference to time behave as one.
The first step.

Energy readings continued climbing.
Vincent calmly entered the circular platform.
He closed his eyes.
Pressed one final switch.
The footage suddenly distorted.
Static erupted across the screen.
Horizontal interference consumed the image.
The timestamp froze.
07:58:13.
For nearly twelve seconds...
Nothing remained visible except electronic noise.
Then...
The picture returned.
The platform stood empty.
The machines continued operating.
Papers fluttered gently from circulating air.
Vincent Kaine...
Was gone.

Andrew stared at the monitor.
"No..."
He stepped closer.
"No..."
He replayed the sequence.
Again.
Again.
Again.
Every time...
The same result.
Vincent entered the platform.
Static.
Empty room.
Nothing else.
No explosion.
No fire.
No collapse.
No hidden exit.
No intruder.
Nothing.
Oliver slowly leaned back.
His breathing had become almost imperceptible.
For years...
Everyone had assumed Vincent disappeared.
Now...
Oliver realized something far more terrifying.
Vincent hadn't disappeared from the laboratory.
He had disappeared inside it.

Andrew looked toward Oliver.
"This..."
His voice shook.
"...this isn't possible."
Oliver never looked away from the frozen frame showing the empty platform.
"No."
A long silence followed.
Then...
Very quietly...
He corrected himself.
"It's not impossible."
Andrew turned toward him.
Oliver's eyes remained fixed on the screen.
"It's repeatable."
The words chilled the room.
Not because they confirmed time travel.
Because Oliver wasn't reacting like a grieving man anymore.
He was thinking like an engineer.
A CEO.
A strategist.
If Vincent Kaine had succeeded once...
Then somewhere...
The machine had worked.
Oliver slowly closed Vincent's journal.
Rested one hand on its worn leather cover.
Then whispered the sentence that would change everything.
"If he didn't die..."
He looked once more at the empty platform.
"...then he's still somewhere."
The archive room fell silent.
Outside, dawn finally broke over Morke.
Inside...
Oliver Vale stopped searching for a missing scientist.
He started searching for a man who might have escaped time itself.

The security monitor remained frozen.
The empty platform occupied the center of the screen.
No Vincent.
No explosion.
No fire.
No hidden door.
Only an empty laboratory where a man had existed one frame earlier.
Andrew replayed the recording for the fifth time.
Static.
Silence.
The image returned.
The platform was empty.
He leaned back slowly.
"I don't understand."
Oliver didn't answer.
His eyes remained fixed on the screen.
Neither man had spoken for nearly ten minutes.
The old computer hummed quietly beneath the desk, filling the archive room with a constant mechanical drone.
Outside, dawn had begun to wash pale light across the factory grounds.
Employees would arrive within the hour.
Neither of them noticed.

Andrew finally broke the silence.
"There has to be another recording."
Oliver shook his head.
"No."
"A backup."
"No."
"A second camera."
"There wasn't one."
Andrew frowned.
"Then..."
He looked toward the frozen image again.
"...where did he go?"
Oliver stood.
He walked slowly toward the research journals spread across the table.
One after another, he opened them.
Every page contained equations.
Wave functions.
Atomic resonance frequencies.
Electromagnetic field calculations.
Not a single page mentioned fantasy.
Not one sentence spoke of miracles.
Vincent Kaine had written like an engineer.
Everything had to be measurable.
Repeatable.
Explainable.
Oliver whispered,
"That's why nobody believed him."
Andrew looked up.
"What?"
"They read the conclusion."
Oliver held up one of the journals.
"They never understood the mathematics."

He flipped through several pages until he found a paragraph marked in red ink.
Vincent had underlined it twice.
Oliver read aloud.
"A clock does not create time."
He turned the page.
"It only measures movement through it."
Another.
"If movement through time can be measured..."
Another.
"...it may also be synchronized."
Andrew rubbed his forehead.
"It still sounds impossible."
Oliver nodded.
"So did powered flight."
Andrew sighed.
"Not everything impossible becomes real."
"No."
Oliver closed the journal.
"But every breakthrough begins by sounding impossible."

He walked back to the whiteboard.
One side displayed the disappearances.
The other now held copies of Vincent's equations.
Oliver picked up a marker.
"Let's ignore time travel."
Andrew blinked.
"Ignore it?"
"For five minutes."
He began writing.
Known Facts
One.
"Vincent entered the laboratory."
Two.
"The laboratory remained sealed."
Three.
"No exit was recorded."
Four.
"No body was found."
Five.
"The prototype disappeared."
Oliver stepped back.
"Which one is false?"
Andrew studied the list.
"They could all be true."
Oliver nodded.
"So..."
He drew a line beneath them.
"If they're all true..."
"...what explanations remain?"
Andrew answered almost immediately.
"Someone helped him escape."
Oliver crossed it out.
"No security record."
"He could have left before the cameras."
Oliver crossed that out too.
"The timestamps match."
"A hidden tunnel?"
Oliver shook his head.
"The building was demolished fifteen years later."
"No tunnel was ever found."
Andrew fell silent.
Oliver continued listing possibilities.
Kidnapping.
Escape.
Suicide.
Government extraction.
Industrial espionage.
One by one...
Each explanation collapsed under the evidence.
The whiteboard slowly emptied.
Until only one question remained.
Where did Vincent Kaine go?

Andrew stared at the board.
His voice had grown quieter.
"I don't like this."
Oliver didn't answer.
"I really don't like this."
He looked toward the frozen security frame again.
"I've spent thirty years believing that man disappeared."
Oliver nodded.
"So did everyone else."
Andrew swallowed.
"What if..."
He hesitated.
"...what if we're looking at this the wrong way?"
Oliver turned toward him.
"How?"
Andrew searched for words.
"Maybe..."
"...he didn't disappear."
Oliver remained silent.
Andrew continued.
"Maybe the machine exploded."
"The footage corrupted."
"The records were destroyed."
"Maybe..."
His voice weakened.
"...we're trying too hard to explain something that has an ordinary answer."
Oliver walked slowly back toward the monitor.
He placed Vincent's journal beside it.
Opened it to a page covered in handwritten calculations.
Then another.
Then another.
Finally...
He stopped.
Vincent had written only one sentence across the center of the page.
"If the experiment succeeds...
...I will no longer exist in this present."
Oliver read it twice.
Then silently turned the notebook toward Andrew.
Andrew stared at the words.
His mouth slowly opened.
But no sound came out.

Andrew read the sentence once.
Then again.
His eyes remained fixed on the notebook.
The handwriting hadn't changed.
Neither had the ink.
It wasn't the rambling of a man losing his mind.
It was written with the same disciplined precision as every engineering calculation surrounding it.
Vincent had never spoken like a dreamer.
He spoke like a scientist.
That frightened Andrew more.
He slowly lowered the journal.
"...No."
Oliver remained silent.
Andrew shook his head.
"No."
He closed the notebook.
"That's impossible."

Oliver walked toward the whiteboard.
He uncapped the marker again.
"Is it?"
Andrew looked at him.
Oliver drew a straight horizontal line.
At one end he wrote:
07:42 — Vincent enters Laboratory Seven
At the other:
07:58 — Laboratory empty
Between them...
Nothing.
He placed the marker down.
"This is all we know."
Andrew frowned.
"And?"
"We're trying to explain the gap."
Oliver folded his arms.
"There are only two possibilities."
Andrew waited.
"Either..."
"Vincent never reached the platform."
Oliver pointed toward the monitor.
"But he did."
He pointed again.
"Or..."
"He left."
Andrew nodded immediately.
"Exactly."
Oliver looked directly at him.
"The question is..."
"...how?"

Silence settled over the room.
Andrew searched desperately for another explanation.
"Someone could've helped him."
Oliver slowly shook his head.
"The laboratory doors never opened."
"They could've hacked the system."
"Thirty years ago?"
Andrew hesitated.
"They could've erased the logs."
Oliver picked up another folder.
"Then explain the cameras."
Andrew looked toward the frozen screen.
No answer came.

Oliver continued calmly.
"If he escaped..."
"Where are his fingerprints?"
"His passport?"
"His bank records?"
"His house?"
"His clothes?"
Andrew remained quiet.
Oliver opened another police report.
"Vincent never withdrew money."
"Never contacted anyone."
"Never used another identity."
"Never crossed a border."
He closed the file.
"It was as if..."
He stopped.
Andrew quietly finished the sentence.
"...he stopped existing."

Neither liked the words.
But neither could deny them.
Oliver returned to Vincent's journal.
He opened another marked page.
Beneath several pages of equations...
One paragraph had been circled.
He began reading aloud.
"Time is not a river."
Andrew listened.
"It is a coordinate."
Oliver turned another page.
"Distance separates places."
Another.
"Time separates moments."
He closed the notebook gently.
"He's not describing magic."
Andrew frowned.
"What then?"
"A dimension."

Andrew slowly sat down.
"You actually believe this?"
Oliver looked toward the scattered blueprints.
"I believe Vincent believed it."
"That's different."
"No."
Oliver picked up the blueprint titled:
TEMPORAL SYNCHRONIZATION CHAMBER
"If this were nonsense..."
"...why would my father approve it?"
Andrew stayed silent.
Oliver continued.
"Why would the government classify it?"
"Why erase research?"
"Why remove blueprints?"
He looked around the archive room.
"Someone wanted this forgotten."

Andrew looked toward the old laboratory photograph.
"So you think..."
"They succeeded?"
Oliver didn't answer immediately.
Instead...
He walked toward the monitor once more.
He replayed the final twelve seconds.
Static.
Empty platform.
Static.
Empty platform.
Again.
Again.
Again.
Finally...
He paused the recording on the burst of interference.
The image dissolved into white noise.
Oliver leaned closer.
"Look."
Andrew squinted.
"What?"
"The static."
"It covers the whole image."
"So?"
Oliver quietly replied,
"If a camera fails..."
"...the picture dies."
Andrew nodded.
"This didn't."
"What do you mean?"
Oliver pointed carefully.
"The timestamp kept running."
Andrew looked again.
Oliver was right.
Even while the picture disappeared...
The clock continued counting.
The recording itself hadn't stopped.
Only the image had.
Oliver whispered,
"The camera wasn't broken."
Andrew felt a chill run through him.
"Then what happened?"
Oliver answered almost absentmindedly.
"Whatever happened inside that room..."
"...affected light."

Silence.
Andrew didn't understand.
Oliver continued.
"Cameras record reflected light."
"If the electromagnetic field became unstable..."
"The sensor would've distorted."
Andrew stared.
"So the static..."
"...was interference."
Oliver nodded.
"Not failure."
Another pause.
"And interference requires..."
He looked toward the blueprint.
"...energy."

Andrew slowly stood.
His breathing had become uneven.
"You've thought about this already."
Oliver gave the smallest nod.
"Since yesterday."
"And?"
Oliver looked out through the archive window.
Employees had begun arriving at the factory.
They walked through the gates exactly as they had every morning for decades.
Completely unaware...
That somewhere beneath their feet lay research capable of changing history.
Oliver spoke softly.
"Vincent wasn't trying to build a machine."
Andrew frowned.
"What?"
"He was trying to build..."
Oliver searched for the right words.
"...a way to move a person..."
"...to another point on the timeline."

Andrew laughed once.
A nervous laugh.
It vanished almost immediately.
"You hear yourself?"
Oliver remained calm.
"I do."
"And you still believe it?"
Oliver slowly turned toward him.
"No."
Andrew blinked.
"I don't believe it."
A pause.
"I've eliminated everything else."
The room became silent.
Andrew knew that tone.
Oliver used it during board meetings.
During acquisitions.
During impossible business negotiations.
He never reached conclusions emotionally.
Only logically.

Andrew whispered,
"If he didn't disappear..."
Oliver nodded.
"He didn't."
"...then where did he go?"
The question hung between them.
Oliver looked once more at Vincent's journal.
At the equations.
At the government files.
At the empty laboratory platform.
At thirty years of unanswered disappearances.
At Grace's engagement ring lying quietly beside the notebook.
His voice was barely above a whisper.
"...The past."
Andrew stared at him.
Neither man smiled.
Neither laughed.
Neither called the idea ridiculous.
Because after everything they had seen...
After every report.
Every blueprint.
Every missing page.
Every impossible equation.
Every frame of security footage.
There was only one explanation left standing.
Not one they wanted.
One they could no longer dismiss.
The room remained utterly still.
Outside...
Morning had fully arrived.
Inside...
For the first time in human history...
Two ordinary men quietly accepted a possibility that would consume the rest of their lives.
And Oliver Vale made a decision he would never speak aloud.
If one man had reached the past once...
Then another man could follow him.

The words remained suspended between them.
"…The past."
Neither Oliver nor Andrew spoke again.
There was nothing left to argue.
For three days they had searched for another explanation.
A hidden exit.
A government cover-up.
Industrial espionage.
Kidnapping.
Every possibility had collapsed beneath evidence Vincent Kaine himself had left behind.
Only one remained.
It was impossible.
Which meant...
It deserved to be tested.

Oliver quietly closed Vincent's journal.
He stacked every blueprint into perfect alignment.
Every research log.
Every classified document.
Every handwritten equation.
Every laboratory record.
Everything that remained of Project Chronos.
He placed them inside the weathered archive box.
Then looked toward Andrew.
"Come with me."
Andrew followed without asking where.
He already knew.

They walked through the silent corridors of Vale Horology before sunrise.
The factory had begun waking.
Machines slowly roared to life.
Employees greeted one another.
Forklifts crossed polished concrete floors.
Production lines started moving.
Nobody noticed their CEO.
Nobody recognized the man walking through the building.
Only a week earlier...
Oliver had smiled at everyone.
Asked about their families.
Remembered birthdays.
Stopped to admire new designs.
Now...
He walked like a ghost wearing Oliver Vale's face.
His eyes never wandered.
His pace never changed.
His expression never moved.
Employees instinctively stepped aside.
Not because they feared him.
Because grief had built a wall around him no one dared cross.
Andrew noticed every glance.
Every whispered conversation after Oliver passed.
No one asked what had happened.
Everyone knew.
The whole city knew.
Grace's disappearance had become Morke's newest tragedy.

Oliver entered the executive elevator.
He pressed his access card against the scanner.
Instead of rising...
The elevator descended.
One level.
Two.
Three.
Finally...
SUBLEVEL 4
The doors opened.
Andrew stared.
He had never been there before.
A vast underground corridor stretched into darkness.
Motion sensors awakened one by one as they walked.
White lights illuminated concrete walls.
Heavy security doors.
Observation windows.
Dust covered almost everything.
Oliver spoke quietly.
"My father built this."
Andrew looked around.
"I never knew."
"Nobody did."

At the end of the corridor stood another reinforced door.
Oliver entered a security code.
The steel locks disengaged one after another.
The final door slowly opened.
Andrew stopped.
The room beyond dwarfed Vincent's old laboratory.
High ceilings.
Massive power conduits.
Industrial cooling systems.
Reinforced foundations.
Empty workstations waiting for scientists who had never returned.
In one corner...
A faded company logo still remained.
ADVANCED RESEARCH DIVISION
Closed.
Thirty years earlier.
The same year Vincent disappeared.
Andrew whispered,
"So this is where it happened."
Oliver nodded once.
"This is where it starts again."

He walked into the center of the abandoned laboratory.
Dust rose beneath every step.
The room felt less like a workplace...
More like an abandoned cathedral.
Everything had been preserved.
Nothing had been used.
Thirty years had passed.
Time itself seemed unwilling to disturb the place.
Oliver slowly placed the archive box on the central workbench.
Then turned toward Andrew.
"I need a new Director of Research."
Andrew looked surprised.
"Already?"
Oliver answered without hesitation.
"We've lost enough time."

That afternoon...
Interviews began.
Not public interviews.
Private ones.
Encrypted invitations reached only a handful of names.
Leading physicists.
Quantum engineers.
Cryogenic specialists.
Materials scientists.
Electrical engineers.
Every candidate signed confidentiality agreements before entering the building.
None knew why they had been summoned.
Only that the CEO himself wished to speak with them.

Most interviews lasted less than fifteen minutes.
Oliver asked only one question.
"If every respected scientist told you an idea was impossible..."
"...what would convince you to continue?"
Some answered with ambition.
Some answered with pride.
Some answered with awards.
Oliver dismissed them all.
One by one.
Andrew watched from behind the glass.
Each rejection came faster than the last.

Late that evening...
The final candidate entered.
Dr. Elena Mercer.
Thirty-eight.
Experimental physicist.
Former government consultant.
Calm.
Precise.
She didn't seem impressed by Oliver's reputation.
She simply sat down.
Oliver repeated the same question.
"If every scientist in the world rejected your theory..."
"...what would make you continue?"
She considered it.
Longer than anyone else had.
Then quietly replied,
"Evidence."
Oliver remained silent.
She continued.
"Science doesn't care about opinions."
"It only cares whether reality agrees."
"If the data survives..."
"...so will the theory."
For the first time in days...
Oliver looked directly into another person's eyes.
"Even if everyone called you insane?"
She gave the smallest shrug.
"History usually does."
Silence.
Oliver slowly slid Vincent Kaine's journal across the table.
"I have a project."
Dr. Mercer looked at the title.
PROJECT CHRONOS
She looked back up.
"What is it?"
Oliver answered simply.
"The future."

She spent nearly two hours reading.
Not once did Oliver interrupt.
Andrew watched through the glass.
Sometimes she frowned.
Sometimes she shook her head.
Several times she smiled in disbelief.
But she never laughed.
Eventually...
She closed the journal.
Her fingers remained resting upon its cover.
"This mathematics..."
She looked toward Oliver.
"...is extraordinary."
"You understand it?"
"I understand enough."
Another pause.
"But..."
She hesitated.
"If these calculations are correct..."
She looked back at the blueprints.
"...someone was attempting to manipulate temporal reference frames."
Oliver asked only one question.
"Can it be built?"
The room became very quiet.
Dr. Mercer stared at the final blueprint for nearly a full minute.
Finally...
She answered.
"I don't know."
Oliver nodded.
Honesty.
That was the first answer he had trusted.
She continued.
"But..."
"I know where to start."

The next morning...
Construction began.
Officially...
Vale Horology announced a confidential research initiative involving next-generation precision technology.
Shareholders applauded.
Employees speculated.
The media lost interest after two days.
Only seven people knew the truth.
Oliver.
Andrew.
Dr. Mercer.
And four engineers personally selected by Mercer.
Every one of them signed lifetime secrecy agreements.
Every computer remained disconnected from external networks.
Every blueprint existed only on paper.
No cloud servers.
No emails.
No wireless devices.
If Project Chronos failed again...
It would fail in silence.

Weeks passed.
The underground laboratory slowly came alive.
Dust disappeared.
New equipment arrived under sealed containers.
Superconducting magnets.
Ultra-precise atomic clocks.
Cryogenic cooling systems.
Vacuum chambers.
Power regulators.
Everything Vincent had designed...
Piece by piece...
Returned from history.
And every morning...
Before anyone else arrived...
Oliver was already there.
Waiting.
Working.
Not as a CEO.
Not as a businessman.
As a man trying to rebuild the only impossible hope he had left.

The laboratory forgot what day it was.
So did Oliver.
Morning became evening.
Evening became another morning.
The clocks mounted along the laboratory walls continued measuring time with flawless precision.
Oliver stopped caring what they said.
He measured time differently now.
By progress.
By calculations.
By failures.
By the number of times Dr. Elena Mercer quietly looked up from a blueprint and said,
"Not yet."

Weeks slipped by.
Morke continued living.
Traffic filled the streets.
Children walked to school.
Restaurants opened every morning.
News channels continued reporting another missing person every few days.
Each report lasted less than three minutes.
Each victim disappeared beneath the next headline.
The city learned how to survive tragedy.
Oliver refused to.

Andrew watched him disappear.
Not physically.
Piece by piece.
The expensive suits disappeared first.
Oliver began wearing the same dark shirt every day.
Then the beard.
It grew without care.
His hair became longer.
Meals arrived untouched.
Coffee became cold before he remembered to drink it.
Some nights Andrew entered the laboratory after midnight.
Oliver remained exactly where he had been six hours earlier.
Blueprints spread across the floor.
Pencil in hand.
Still calculating.
Still searching.
Still chasing a woman who no longer existed in his present.

One evening Andrew placed a plate of food beside him.
"Mr. Oliver."
No response.
"Sir."
Nothing.
Finally...
Andrew rested a hand on his shoulder.
Oliver looked up as though waking from another world.
"You haven't eaten."
Oliver looked at the plate.
Then back toward the equations.
"I'm not hungry."
"You haven't been hungry for three days."
Silence.
Andrew quietly pushed the plate closer.
"For Grace."
Oliver's hand stopped moving.
Andrew continued softly.
"If you want to bring her back..."
"...you have to survive long enough to do it."
Oliver stared at him.
For several seconds...
Neither spoke.
Then Oliver picked up the spoon.
Not because he wanted the food.
Because Andrew had mentioned Grace.
It was enough.

The first prototype failed.
The chamber powered for eleven seconds.
Then every superconducting coil overheated simultaneously.
Emergency systems flooded the room with coolant vapor.
The experiment ended in silence.
No one spoke.
Dr. Mercer simply wrote one sentence inside her notebook.
Iteration One. Unstable resonance.
She turned the page.
"Again."

The second prototype survived thirty-eight seconds.
The magnetic field remained stable.
The atomic clocks synchronized perfectly.
Then the containment ring fractured.
Months of work collapsed into twisted steel.
One engineer quietly removed his safety glasses.
"I think Vincent was impossible."
Nobody answered him.
Oliver simply picked up another blueprint.
"We start over."

The third prototype never reached activation.
A microscopic flaw inside the resonance chamber created an energy imbalance.
Mercer stared at the calculations for nearly four hours.
Then looked toward Oliver.
"I'm sorry."
Oliver calmly shook his head.
"No."
He folded the ruined schematic.
"Now we know."
That was all.
No anger.
No disappointment.
No frustration.
Only another problem waiting to be solved.
Andrew missed the old Oliver.
The one who celebrated victories.
The one who joked with engineers after failed presentations.
The one who believed people mattered more than projects.
That man had disappeared with Grace.

Another month passed.
The laboratory changed.
So did the machine.
Vincent's hand-drawn blueprints slowly transformed into reality.
A circular platform occupied the center of the room.
Around it stood four massive superconducting rings suspended by reinforced supports.
Dozens of synchronized cesium atomic clocks lined the walls.
Power conduits disappeared beneath the floor.
Liquid-helium cooling systems hummed quietly behind armored glass.
The machine no longer resembled a prototype.
It looked inevitable.

Dr. Mercer stood before the control console.
"I think..."
She hesitated.
"...we're ready."
No one moved.
Even Oliver remained still.
She looked around the room.
"Power."
One engineer activated the primary grid.
A deep mechanical vibration spread through the laboratory floor.
"Cooling."
White vapor curled around the superconducting chambers.
"Synchronization."
The atomic clocks awakened together.
Hundreds of digital displays began counting in perfect unison.
Not one microsecond apart.
Exactly as Vincent had described.
Mercer swallowed.
"Primary resonance."
The outer rings slowly began to rotate.
Not quickly.
Almost gracefully.
A low electrical hum filled the room.
Andrew felt it more than heard it.
The hairs on his arms stood upright.
Something enormous had awakened.

Oliver watched every instrument.
Voltage.
Temperature.
Magnetic stability.
Temporal reference.
Numbers flowed across the monitors.
Everything remained within tolerance.
Mercer whispered,
"...Impossible."
Oliver answered without looking away.
"No."
"...Possible."

The resonance field continued increasing.
Five percent.
Twelve.
Twenty-three.
Thirty-eight.
No alarms.
No overheating.
No structural stress.
The engineers looked at one another.
Nobody smiled.
Nobody dared.
Forty-nine.
Sixty-one.
Seventy-four.
The lights inside the chamber began bending strangely.
Not flickering.
Bending.
As though the air itself had become heavier.
Andrew instinctively stepped backward.
"What is happening?"
Mercer never looked away from the instruments.
"The electromagnetic field..."
She frowned.
"...is affecting the local optical environment."
Oliver remembered the security footage.
The static.
The distortion.
Vincent's laboratory.
His breathing slowed.
"We're close."

Eighty-two percent.
The hum became deeper.
Every loose sheet of paper slowly lifted from nearby desks.
Not blown by wind.
Pulled gently toward the chamber.
One engineer whispered,
"Gravity?"
Mercer shook her head.
"No."
She stared at the readings.
"...Something else."

Then...
Without warning...
Every atomic clock stopped.
Not failed.
Stopped.
Each display froze on the exact same nanosecond.
The entire laboratory became silent.
Even the rotating rings slowed.
Andrew looked around.
"What happened?"
No one answered.
Oliver slowly approached the platform.
Mercer immediately stepped forward.
"Oliver."
He didn't stop.
"It's unstable."
Still...
He kept walking.
He stood only a few feet from the machine.
The air felt different.
Warmer.
Heavier.
Almost...
Alive.
He slowly raised one hand.
Andrew's voice echoed across the laboratory.
"Mr. Oliver!"
Oliver gently rested his palm against the cold metallic frame surrounding the platform.
Nothing happened.
For one long heartbeat...
Everything remained still.
Then...
The frozen atomic clocks began moving again.
Every one of them.
Perfectly synchronized.
The chamber illuminated with a soft blue-white glow.
Electrical arcs danced silently between the superconducting rings.
The resonance field stabilized.
Dr. Mercer stared at the monitor.
Her eyes widened.
"It's holding..."
One engineer looked at another.
"...It's actually holding."
Nobody breathed.
Oliver continued looking into the center of the platform.
He imagined Grace standing there.
Smiling.
Laughing.
Telling him he was working too hard.
For the first time since she disappeared...
His face changed.
Not into a smile.
Something smaller.
The faintest suggestion of hope.
He slowly turned toward Andrew.
His oldest friend stood frozen near the control console.
Tears had already filled his eyes.
Because he finally understood.
Oliver hadn't built a machine.
He had built a promise.
Oliver looked at him quietly.
"Alright, Andrew..."
A long pause.
He looked back at the softly glowing chamber.
Then whispered,
"I think we made it."
The laboratory fell silent.
Above them, the city of Morke continued through another ordinary evening, unaware that beneath the foundations of Vale Horology, two men had just taken the first successful step toward challenging time itself.
























CHAPTER-4

Atlanta was colder than Morke.
Blue had noticed that on the first morning.
Not because the temperature was particularly low, but because Morke had always been loud. Even at dawn, the city had possessed a pulse. Engines. Footsteps. Distant voices. Bells. The restless hum of people moving toward somewhere.
Atlanta was different.
The rehabilitation center sat on the outskirts of the city, surrounded by a low iron fence and a row of trees that had already begun losing their leaves. Beyond them was a parking lot, then a road, then buildings that seemed to belong to a life Blue had no part in anymore.
He sat alone on a wooden bench outside the center.
A cigarette rested between his fingers.
He had forgotten to smoke it.
The ash had grown long.
Blue stared at it for several seconds before finally noticing.
His hand trembled.
He flicked the ash onto the ground.
Then he looked at his fingers.
For a moment, he imagined there was blood on them.
He rubbed them against his trousers.
Nothing.
He rubbed harder.
Still nothing.
His breathing changed.
Blue closed his eyes.
"No."
The word barely escaped his mouth.
A nurse standing near the entrance glanced toward him.
Blue lowered his head.
He had been doing that a lot lately.
Lowering his head.
Avoiding people's eyes.
Avoiding mirrors.
Avoiding windows at night.
There were too many surfaces in which he could see himself.
And he no longer recognized the man looking back.
The cigarette finally burned close enough to his fingers to hurt.
He dropped it.
He didn't crush it.
He simply watched it burn itself out on the concrete.
Inside the building, a door opened.
A young man in a grey sweatshirt stepped outside, carrying a paper cup.
He stopped when he saw Blue.
"You're out here again."
Blue didn't answer.
The young man stood there for a moment.
Then he walked over and sat on the other end of the bench.
They had seen each other every day for almost two weeks.
They had exchanged perhaps twenty words.
Mostly greetings.
Blue preferred it that way.
People inside the center were encouraged to talk.
Talk about anger.
Talk about fear.
Talk about guilt.
Talk about the things that kept them awake.
Blue had listened to them talk.
He had listened to men describe things they had done while drunk, women describe years they couldn't remember, people speak about mistakes they wished they could bury.
Every story ended the same way.
Someone would eventually say:
"I didn't know what I was doing."
Blue had almost laughed the first time he heard it.
Because he knew exactly what it meant.
It meant they still believed there was a version of themselves that hadn't done it.
A better version.
A version they could return to.
Blue had no such version left.
The young man took a sip from his cup.
"You know, you don't have to talk."
Blue looked at him.
The man shrugged.
"Everyone keeps telling everyone else to talk."
Blue looked away.
"Sometimes you can just sit."
Blue's eyes remained fixed on the road beyond the fence.
"That's what I'm doing."
The man nodded.
"I know."
Silence returned.
A car passed on the road.
Blue watched it disappear.
For a brief second, he imagined getting into it.
Driving south.
Leaving Atlanta.
Leaving the center.
Leaving Morke.
Leaving everything.
Then he remembered that there was nowhere to go.
The city wasn't the problem.
The road wasn't the problem.
The problem was inside him.
Blue pressed his palms against his face.
His shoulders began to shake.
The young man looked at him but said nothing.
Blue tried to control himself.
He breathed in.
Held it.
Breathed out.
Again.
It didn't work.
A sound escaped him.
Small.
Broken.
He covered his mouth.
He had cried like this every night since coming here.
Quietly.
As though even his grief had to be hidden.
He hated himself for crying.
Then he hated himself for caring that he hated himself.
There was no end to it.
He lowered his hands.
His eyes were red.
The young man looked toward him.
"Was it someone you lost?"
Blue didn't answer.
The question hung between them.
Blue stared at the ground.
"Yes."
The man waited.
"Your wife?"
Blue shook his head.
"Brother?"
Another shake.
"Your friend?"
Blue swallowed.
"No."
The young man finally stopped asking.
Blue was grateful.
Because the truth was worse than any question.
He had lost people.
But that wasn't what kept him awake.
He had been the one who took them away.
The thought arrived without warning.
It always did.
Blue's breathing stopped.
His eyes widened.
His hands began trembling again.
He saw a doorway.
A face.
A small voice.
A pair of eyes looking at him with trust.
Then nothing.
Blue stood abruptly.
The young man startled.
"You okay?"
Blue turned away.
"I need some air."
"You are outside."
Blue looked at him.
For the first time, there was something almost childlike in his expression.
"I need more."
He walked toward the far end of the courtyard.
There was a small patch of grass behind the building, separated from the rest of the center by a waist-high fence.
Blue stood there alone.
He placed both hands on the fence.
The metal was cold.
He leaned forward until his forehead touched it.
"I'm sorry."
The words came out as a whisper.
He didn't know who he was saying them to.
Perhaps his daughter.
Perhaps the others.
Perhaps the man he used to be.
His eyes closed.
"I'm sorry."
This time his voice broke.
He stayed there.
No movement.
No sound except the wind passing through the trees.
Then, somewhere behind him, a group of patients began laughing.
Blue opened his eyes.
The laughter wasn't cruel.
It was ordinary.
That was what made it unbearable.
People were still laughing.
People were still falling in love.
People were still going to work.
People were still complaining about traffic.
People were still waking up in the morning believing they had another ordinary day ahead of them.
And Blue couldn't understand how the world had continued.
How could the sun rise after what he had done?
How could people laugh?
How could birds sing?
How could children still run through streets?
How could everything remain so normal when he had become something so monstrous?
He turned around.
The young man from the bench was still watching him.
"You know," he said carefully, "you don't have to carry everything alone."
Blue almost smiled.
Almost.
Instead, he looked down.
"I don't think anyone can carry this."
The young man didn't answer.
Blue walked back toward the bench.
He sat.
His hands rested between his knees.
For several minutes, neither man spoke.
Then Blue whispered something.
"What?"
The young man leaned closer.
Blue stared straight ahead.
"I killed them."
The words were so quiet that they almost disappeared into the wind.
The young man frowned.
"Who?"
Blue's lips trembled.
He looked at the ground.
"I don't know."
The young man waited.
Blue's eyes filled again.
"I don't know how many."
He looked toward the building.
Then toward the road.
Then toward the sky.
And for a moment, he looked like a man waiting for someone to tell him that this had all been a nightmare.
Nobody did.
Blue wiped his eyes.
"I should be dead."
The young man said nothing.
"I should have been executed."
Still nothing.
Blue looked at his own hands.
"But I'm here."
His voice became almost inaudible.
"That's the part I don't understand."
He closed his eyes.
"I'm still here."
The wind moved through the trees.
Blue sat beneath it, motionless.
A man who had survived the thing that should have destroyed him.
A man who could no longer decide whether survival was a blessing or another punishment.
And somewhere far away, beyond the road, beyond Atlanta, beyond the miles that separated him from the city he could no longer call home, Morke continued living without him.
Blue looked toward the horizon.
He didn't know it yet.
But before this day was over, he would have to speak about what happened.
And once he began...
there would be no hiding from it again.

The next afternoon, Blue was sitting in the same place.
Same bench.
Same corner of the courtyard.
Same untouched cigarette between his fingers.
He had begun to hate the routine.
Wake up.
Eat.
Attend the sessions.
Listen to people talk.
Pretend to listen.
Come outside.
Smoke.
Cry.
Sleep.
Repeat.
There was something comforting about repetition.
Nothing unexpected could happen inside a routine.
Nothing unexpected meant nothing new to remember.
Blue stared at the cigarette.
He turned it between his fingers.
The door behind him opened.
The young man from yesterday stepped outside again.
This time, he wasn't alone.
Two other patients followed him.
One was a woman in her forties who had been at the center for several months. The other was an older man who walked with a slight limp.
Blue looked at them.
Then immediately looked away.
The woman sat beside him.
The older man remained standing.
Nobody spoke.
Blue knew what they were doing.
He had seen this before.
They wanted to talk.
He had no interest in talking.
After a few seconds, the woman said,
"You're always here."
Blue shrugged.
"So are you."
She smiled faintly.
"Not always."
Blue didn't respond.
The older man sat opposite them.
He rested his elbows on his knees.
"What's your name?"
Blue looked at him.
"You know my name."
"We know what they call you."
Blue's eyes narrowed.
"What do they call me?"
"Blue."
He looked away again.
"That's enough."
The woman studied him.
"Blue, then."
He didn't answer.
She waited.
"Can I ask you something?"
"No."
She smiled.
"You answered before I asked."
Blue almost smiled.
Almost.
But the expression disappeared before it could form.
The woman leaned back.
"Fine."
She looked toward the trees.
"We won't ask."
Blue remained silent.
For a while, they simply sat there.
The older man finally spoke.
"Sometimes people don't talk because they don't trust others."
Blue said nothing.
"Sometimes they don't talk because they're ashamed."
Still nothing.
"And sometimes..."
The old man paused.
"They don't talk because saying something out loud makes it real."
Blue's fingers stopped moving.
The cigarette remained between them.
The old man noticed.
He didn't continue.
Blue stared ahead.
The wind moved through the branches.
A leaf detached itself from a tree and fell slowly toward the grass.
Blue watched it.
"You're wrong."
The old man looked at him.
Blue swallowed.
"Which part?"
Blue took a breath.
"All of it."
The woman looked at him.
"You don't want to talk about it?"
Blue shook his head.
"No."
"Why?"
"Because there's nothing to talk about."
The woman frowned.
"Then why do you cry every night?"
Blue looked at her.
She didn't look away.
For several seconds, neither moved.
Then Blue said,
"You've been watching me?"
"Everyone has."
Blue lowered his eyes.
"I don't want anyone watching me."
"We're not trying to judge you."
"You don't know me."
"No."
She paused.
"But neither did the people here before they started talking."
Blue looked at her.
She continued.
"That's why we're here."
Blue laughed.
It wasn't amusement.
It was something closer to disbelief.
"You think talking fixes things?"
"No."
"Then what's the point?"
She thought for a moment.
"Maybe it doesn't fix them."
She looked at him.
"Maybe it just makes them easier to carry."
Blue looked away.
"I can't carry it."
The woman said nothing.
The older man leaned forward.
"What happened?"
Blue's jaw tightened.
"Nothing."
"Something happened."
"No."
"You lost someone?"
Blue's breathing changed.
The woman noticed.
Blue immediately stood.
"I said no."
He walked toward the fence.
The older man didn't follow.
The woman remained seated.
Blue stopped with his back toward them.
For a moment, he simply stood there.
Then she spoke.
"Was it your daughter?"
Blue froze.
The courtyard seemed to disappear.
The wind stopped.
The traffic beyond the fence became distant.
He slowly turned around.
The woman's expression changed.
She knew immediately that she had touched something she shouldn't have.
"I'm sorry."
Blue stared at her.
"Don't."
"I'm sorry."
"Don't say that."
His voice was quiet.
She nodded.
Blue looked down.
His hands had begun shaking.
He tried to hide them behind his back.
The older man stood.
"Sit down."
Blue didn't move.
"Blue."
"I killed her."
The words came out before he could stop them.
Nobody moved.
Blue's eyes widened.
He seemed almost surprised by his own voice.
The woman slowly stood.
"What?"
Blue looked at her.
His face was empty.
"I killed my daughter."
The woman took a small step backward.
The older man's expression hardened.
"How?"
Blue shook his head.
"I don't know."
"You don't know?"
"I don't know."
His breathing became faster.
"I remember everything."
He pressed a hand against his forehead.
"I remember the room."
His voice trembled.
"I remember the smell."
He looked at his hands.
"I remember her looking at me."
The woman didn't speak.
Blue continued.
"But I don't remember becoming..."
He stopped.
His eyes filled.
"Becoming what?"
Blue looked at her.
"A murderer."
Nobody spoke.
Blue wiped his face.
"I thought there was someone else."
The older man frowned.
"Someone else?"
Blue nodded.
"A ghost."
The woman stared at him.
Blue laughed quietly.
"Sounds ridiculous, doesn't it?"
Neither answered.
"I thought someone was killing people."
He looked toward the trees.
"I thought I was investigating it."
His voice became distant.
"I followed clues. I chased things I didn't understand. I kept thinking I was getting closer."
He swallowed.
"But every time I got closer..."
He looked down.
"I was actually getting closer to myself."
The woman sat back down.
The older man slowly followed.
Blue remained standing.
"I don't remember when it started."
His eyes became fixed on something far beyond the courtyard.
"That's the worst part."
He whispered:
"I remember the murders."
A pause.
"I remember investigating them."
Another pause.
"I remember being afraid."
His voice broke.
"But I don't remember deciding to do any of it."
The woman looked at him.
"Then how did you know?"
Blue closed his eyes.
"Because eventually..."
He struggled to breathe.
"...there was no one else."
Silence.
The older man asked carefully,
"What happened?"
Blue opened his eyes.
He looked at all three of them.
And something in his expression made them realize that whatever came next was not going to be a normal confession.
"You asked me what happened."
He sat down.
His hands trembled violently now.
"You shouldn't have."
The woman whispered,
"Why?"
Blue looked at her.
"Because once I tell you..."
He swallowed.
"...you'll never look at me the same way again."
Nobody moved.
Blue lowered his head.
Then, after several seconds, he finally spoke.
"It started in Morke."
And the courtyard became silent.
Absolutely. This is the centerpiece of Blue's opening. I'll make it feel like a confession rather than a recap—fragmented memories, psychological deterioration, and the patients slowly realizing what Blue has actually done.

"It started in Morke."
Blue's voice was barely audible.
The three people around him remained still.
The courtyard suddenly seemed too small.
Blue looked at the ground.
"I thought I was going there to solve something."
He paused.
"I didn't know I was going there to find myself."
Nobody interrupted.
Blue rubbed his palms against his trousers.
"When I first arrived, the city didn't feel wrong."
He looked toward the trees.
"That's what I remember most."
His eyes became distant.
"Morke was beautiful."
A faint smile appeared on his face.
"Too beautiful, maybe."
He shook his head.
"There were people everywhere. Shops. Children. Cars. Restaurants. People arguing about stupid things."
His smile disappeared.
"Normal things."
He swallowed.
"I remember thinking that whoever was killing people had to be hiding somewhere inside all that."
The woman sitting opposite him listened carefully.
Blue continued.
"There had been murders."
His voice lowered.
"Not one."
"Several."
He didn't give them numbers.
He didn't need to.
"They were strange."
"How?"
Blue looked at the older man.
"That's what made me believe there was something behind them."
He leaned forward.
"The victims didn't seem connected."
"Different ages. Different lives. Different places."
"Different reasons to exist."
He paused.
"But they had something in common."
The older man frowned.
"What?"
Blue looked at him.
"Someone had been there before the police."
The man waited.
"Not physically."
Blue shook his head.
"I don't know how to explain it."
"There would be something."
"A mark."
"A disturbance."
"Something moved."
"Something that shouldn't have been there."
He looked down.
"At first I thought it was a signature."
"A message from the killer."
"But eventually..."
His fingers tightened.
"I realized it wasn't a message."
The woman leaned forward.
"What was it?"
Blue stared at her.
"I don't know."
That answer seemed to unsettle them more than anything else.
Blue continued.
"I started following the clues."
"Every time I thought I had something, it disappeared."
"Every time I thought I understood the pattern, another murder happened."
"Every time I got closer..."
He stopped.
His eyes closed.
"I would lose time."
The woman frowned.
"Lose time?"
Blue nodded.
"I'd be somewhere."
"Then suddenly I'd be somewhere else."
"I'd look at my watch."
"An hour would be gone."
"Sometimes more."
He rubbed his temple.
"I thought I was exhausted."
"I wasn't sleeping properly."
"I was drinking."
"I was becoming obsessed."
He looked at his hands.
"People started noticing."
"They told me to stop."
"I didn't."
His voice became quieter.
"I couldn't."
The older man asked,
"Why?"
Blue looked at him.
"Because I knew someone was watching me."
The room became still.
Blue looked around the courtyard.
"I never saw him."
"Sometimes I thought I did."
"A shadow."
"A person standing at the end of a street."
"Someone disappearing around a corner."
"A reflection."
He swallowed.
"Once, I saw someone standing outside my window."
The woman looked toward the building.
"Did you see his face?"
"No."
Blue's answer came immediately.
"Never."
"Then how did you know it was the same person?"
Blue stared at her.
"I just knew."
He looked away.
"And then I started hearing things."
"What things?"
Blue hesitated.
"Whispers."
The older man shifted in his chair.
"Voices?"
Blue nodded.
"Sometimes."
"But they didn't sound like voices."
He searched for the right words.
"They sounded like thoughts that weren't mine."
Nobody spoke.
Blue continued.
"I became afraid of sleeping."
"So I stayed awake."
"And the longer I stayed awake..."
He laughed softly.
"...the less I trusted myself."
The woman looked at him.
"You thought you were going insane."
Blue nodded.
"I knew I was."
A long silence followed.
"Then one night..."
Blue stopped.
His breathing became heavier.
"What happened?"
He didn't answer immediately.
He stared at the ground.
"I woke up."
His voice had changed.
"There was blood."
The woman went pale.
Blue continued.
"I didn't know where it came from."
"I looked at my hands."
"Nothing."
"I looked at my clothes."
"Nothing."
"I thought maybe I'd dreamed it."
He closed his eyes.
"But then I heard something."
"What?"
Blue opened his eyes.
"Crying."
The woman covered her mouth.
Blue stared past them.
"A child."
His voice cracked.
"I followed it."
"Room after room."
"Hallway after hallway."
"The crying kept moving."
"I kept following it."
He shook his head.
"I should have stopped."
"But I didn't."
"Why?"
Blue looked at the older man.
"Because I thought I was saving someone."
The old man's face tightened.
"And?"
Blue looked down.
"There was no one there."
Silence.
"Only a mirror."
The woman whispered,
"What did you see?"
Blue's lips trembled.
"Myself."
He looked at his hands again.
"But I wasn't alone."
The woman stared at him.
Blue's breathing became shallow.
"I saw someone standing behind me."
The older man asked,
"The ghost?"
Blue nodded.
"I turned around."
"Nothing."
"I looked back at the mirror."
"He was still there."
"Closer."
Blue's voice dropped to a whisper.
"I turned again."
"Nothing."
"Back to the mirror."
"Closer."
The woman slowly moved backward in her chair.
Blue didn't notice.
"I couldn't see his face."
"But I knew he was smiling."
The older man asked,
"What happened?"
Blue looked at him.
"I ran."
"Where?"
"Outside."
"I kept running."
"I don't know how long."
"I remember stopping in the middle of the street."
"And then..."
He stared into nothing.
"...I saw my daughter."
The woman froze.
Blue's eyes filled with tears.
"She was standing there."
"Just standing."
"Looking at me."
"I called her name."
"She smiled."
"I ran toward her."
His voice broke.
"And she disappeared."
He wiped his face.
"I thought the ghost had taken her."
"I thought that was the message."
"I thought..."
He stopped.
The woman whispered,
"What did you think?"
Blue looked at her.
"I thought the killer wanted me to find him."
He breathed in slowly.
"So I kept searching."
"I searched everywhere."
"I stopped eating properly."
"I stopped sleeping."
"I stopped talking to people."
"I became..."
He looked at his hands.
"...someone else."
The older man said quietly,
"You were obsessed."
Blue nodded.
"Yes."
"But obsession wasn't the worst part."
"What was?"
Blue looked at him.
"I started enjoying the fear."
Nobody moved.
Blue immediately shook his head.
"Not the murders."
"I didn't enjoy people dying."
"I enjoyed knowing something was there."
"Something that only I understood."
"Something that made everyone else look stupid."
His eyes filled again.
"I thought I was special."
The woman stared at him.
Blue's voice became quieter.
"That's how it gets you."
"What's how?"
"Madness."
He looked at the ground.
"It doesn't tell you you're wrong."
"It tells you everyone else is."
A long silence.
Blue continued.
"And then I found the truth."
The older man leaned forward.
"What truth?"
Blue didn't answer.
His hands began shaking.
He pressed them together.
"I found the place."
"What place?"
"The place where everything started."
He looked up.
"The room."
The woman frowned.
"What room?"
Blue's eyes were wet.
"My own."
Nobody spoke.
Blue swallowed.
"I walked inside."
"I don't remember opening the door."
"I don't remember getting there."
"But I was standing in the middle of it."
He closed his eyes.
"And there was blood."
His voice was almost gone.
"Everywhere."
The woman whispered,
"Whose blood?"
Blue opened his eyes.
"I didn't know."
"Not then."
He looked at the older man.
"Then I saw the weapon."
The old man's expression changed.
"And?"
Blue stared at his hands.
"I knew it."
"Knew what?"
"That I'd held it."
"How?"
Blue's lips trembled.
"Because my fingerprints were on it."
The woman stared at him.
Blue continued.
"I kept telling myself there had to be an explanation."
"I told myself someone had taken it."
"Someone had copied me."
"Someone had made it look like I had done it."
His voice became increasingly desperate.
"But every answer I created..."
He shook his head.
"...led back to me."
The older man whispered,
"You were the killer."
Blue nodded.
Very slowly.
"Yes."
The woman looked horrified.
Blue didn't look at either of them.
"I was the ghost."
The wind moved through the trees.
Nobody seemed to breathe.
"I had spent all that time hunting something..."
Blue's eyes filled.
"...and it was me."
He pressed his fist against his mouth.
"I killed them."
His shoulders began shaking.
"I killed those people."
The woman looked down.
Blue continued.
"I killed them and then I went looking for the person who killed them."
A broken laugh escaped him.
"Do you understand?"
Nobody answered.
"I was investigating myself."
He wiped his eyes.
"I was afraid of myself."
His breathing became uneven.
"And then..."
He stopped.
The older man waited.
Blue looked at him.
"There was one last person."
The woman already knew.
She didn't know how.
But she knew.
Blue looked toward the empty courtyard.
"My daughter."
His voice broke completely.
"I remember her."
He stared at the ground.
"I remember her face."
"I remember her voice."
"I remember her asking me something."
He closed his eyes.
"And I remember..."
He couldn't finish.
The woman whispered,
"What?"
Blue opened his eyes.
"I remember killing her."
The words seemed to drain the air from the courtyard.
The older man looked away.
The woman covered her mouth.
Blue continued crying.
"I didn't know it was her."
His voice was almost a child's.
"I didn't know."
"I thought she was someone else."
"I thought..."
He stopped.
Then he whispered:
"I didn't know I was holding my own daughter."
Nobody moved.
Blue looked at them.
There was no defense in his face.
No anger.
No attempt to explain.
Only horror.
"I killed my own daughter."
The woman lowered her hands.
Blue's voice became smaller.
"And the worst part?"
She looked at him.
"What?"
Blue stared at the ground.
"I kept looking for the murderer."
His eyes closed.
"Even after she was dead."
A tear rolled down his cheek.
"I kept looking..."
Another tear.
"...and the whole time..."
He could barely speak.
"...I was the one I was looking for."
Silence.
The courtyard had become completely still.
Even the laughter from inside the building had stopped.
The three people sitting around him no longer knew what to say.
Blue looked at them one by one.
For the first time since he had entered the rehabilitation center, he seemed to understand why people had been afraid of him.
Not because he was violent.
Not because he was dangerous.
Because he was a man who had discovered that the person he trusted least in the world...
was himself.
Blue lowered his head.
"I'm sorry."
Nobody answered.
He whispered again.
"I'm sorry."
The woman began to cry.
The older man stared at the ground.
Blue remained seated between them.
The story was over.
But none of them felt as though it had ended.
Because Blue wasn't crying about the man he had become.
He was crying for the man he remembered being.
And somewhere inside that memory was a little girl who had once believed, without hesitation, that her father would never hurt her.
Blue closed his eyes.
That was the memory that would never leave him.
Not the blood.
Not the bodies.
Not the ghost.
Her trust.
That was what destroyed him.

For several seconds after Blue finished speaking, nobody moved.
The courtyard had gone strangely quiet.
The three people around him sat in silence, still trying to understand what they had just heard.
Blue looked at them.
Their faces told him everything.
Fear.
Pity.
Disbelief.
He couldn't bear it.
He stood.
"I've got to go."
The woman looked up.
"Where?"
Blue didn't answer.
He walked toward the building.
The older man called after him.
"Blue."
He stopped.
For a moment, it looked as though he might turn around.
He didn't.
He kept walking.
Inside, the corridors of the rehabilitation center seemed longer than they had ever been.
A nurse passed him.
She smiled politely.
Blue tried to return it.
He couldn't.
He walked past the common room.
Past the dining hall.
Past the small office where his belongings had been kept when he arrived.
At the end of the corridor was the exit.
He pushed the door open.
The afternoon light struck his face.
Blue stepped outside.
He stood there for a moment, breathing.
Then he reached into his pocket.
A cigarette.
He placed it between his lips.
His hands were still shaking.
He lit it.
The first drag burned his throat.
He coughed.
He looked at the smoke rising into the air.
For a strange moment, he watched it carefully.
It disappeared almost immediately.
Like everything else.
Blue took another drag.
Then he pulled out his phone.
His thumb hovered over the screen.
There was one number he had been afraid to call.
His wife.
He pressed it.
The phone rang.
Once.
Twice.
Three times.
Then she answered.
"Hello?"
Blue said nothing.
Her voice changed.
"Blue?"
He closed his eyes.
"Yeah."
"Where are you?"
"Atlanta."
A pause.
"I know."
Blue swallowed.
"I need you to listen to me."
She didn't respond.
"I found him."
Silence.
"Found who?"
"The murderer."
Another silence.
His wife breathed in sharply.
"What are you talking about?"
"The person responsible."
Blue looked across the parking lot.
"I know what he looks like."
She immediately became serious.
"Blue, slow down."
"I know his height."
His voice was strangely calm now.
"His clothes."
"His face."
"Everything."
"How?"
"I saw him."
That wasn't entirely a lie.
He had seen himself.
He just didn't know it.
His wife asked,
"Where?"
Blue looked toward the road.
"I don't know."
"Then how do you know it's him?"
"Because I remember."
He rubbed his forehead.
"He's tall."
"How tall?"
"About six feet."
"Six feet?"
"Maybe a little less."
She was listening carefully now.
Blue continued.
"Dark clothes."
"What kind?"
"Black jacket."
He paused.
"Dark trousers."
"Hair?"
"Short."
"Colour?"
"Dark."
He closed his eyes.
"He doesn't stand out."
"What about his face?"
Blue hesitated.
"That's the strange part."
"What?"
"I've seen him before."
"Where?"
"I don't know."
His voice dropped.
"But I know him."
His wife was silent.
Blue took another drag.
"He has a narrow face."
"A little tired."
"Eyes that look..."
He stopped.
"Look what?"
Blue stared at his reflection in the dark screen of his phone.
"...empty."
He looked away.
"He doesn't look like a monster."
His wife said nothing.
"He looks normal."
Blue's voice became quieter.
"That's what makes him dangerous."
A car passed outside the center.
Blue followed it with his eyes.
"Send someone."
His wife immediately understood.
"You want backup?"
"Yes."
"Where are you going?"
"I don't know yet."
"Blue—"
"Just send someone."
His voice cracked.
"Please."
There was a long silence.
Then she said,
"Stay where you are."
Blue looked at the cigarette between his fingers.
"Okay."
"Don't go anywhere."
"I won't."
She ended the call.
Blue lowered the phone.
For a moment he simply stood there.
Then he laughed.
A small, exhausted sound.
He had spent so long looking for the murderer.
And now he had finally found him.
He just didn't know why the description had felt so familiar.
Blue looked toward the road again.
A black sedan turned into the parking lot.
Then another.
His expression changed.
He dropped the cigarette.
The first car stopped.
Two Atlanta police officers stepped out.
Blue didn't move.
One officer approached him.
"Mr. Blue?"
Blue nodded.
"Yes."
The officer glanced at his partner.
Then back at Blue.
"We need you to come with us."
Blue looked at the cars.
"Did my wife call?"
"Yes."
Blue nodded.
"Okay."
The officer reached for his handcuffs.
Blue didn't resist.
He held out his wrists.
The metal clicked shut.
He looked down at them.
For some reason, the sound made him smile.
Not because he was happy.
Because it felt appropriate.
One of the officers looked at him.
"You understand why you're being detained?"
Blue nodded.
"I do."
The officer seemed surprised.
"Anything you want to say?"
Blue looked at him.
"Take me to Morke."
The officer frowned.
"That's where you're being transferred."
Blue nodded.
"Good."
He was guided toward the car.
Before getting inside, Blue turned around.
He looked at the rehabilitation center.
At the bench.
At the courtyard.
At the place where, for the first time, he had spoken aloud about what he had done.
Then he looked toward the road.
Morke was waiting.
He didn't know what awaited him there.
He didn't know who would be waiting.
He didn't know what would happen when the people he had once worked beside saw him in handcuffs.
But one thought remained strangely clear.
He had found the murderer.
And for the first time in his life...
Blue was ready to face him.

The doors of the Morke police station opened.
Blue stepped inside between two officers.
His hands were cuffed behind his back.
The fluorescent lights above him flickered once.
Blue looked up.
For a fraction of a second, he thought about the machine.
Then the thought disappeared.
He kept walking.
The station was quieter than he remembered.
Officers moved between desks.
Phones rang.
Printers hummed.
Someone spoke hurriedly into a radio.
Everything looked ordinary.
That almost made it worse.
Blue had spent years walking through this building.
He had sat at those desks.
He had spoken to those officers.
He had investigated cases here.
He had laughed here.
He had complained about paperwork.
He had drunk coffee that tasted like burnt water.
He had lived an entire life inside these walls.
Now he was walking through them in handcuffs.
People looked up.
One officer stopped typing.
Another turned around.
A conversation ended halfway through a sentence.
Blue kept his eyes down.
He didn't want to see their faces.
He already knew what they would ask.
How?
Why?
What happened?
He didn't have answers.
Not answers that made sense.
The officer beside him spoke quietly.
"Stay here."
Blue nodded.
They stopped near the holding area.
A door opened.
Then Blue heard a voice.
"Where is he?"
His entire body went still.
He knew that voice.
Michael.
Blue slowly turned.
Michael stood at the end of the corridor.
His face was pale.
His eyes were red.
Beside him stood his wife.
She looked exhausted.
Neither of them moved.
For several seconds, all three simply stared at one another.
Michael looked at the officers.
Then at Blue.
Then back at the officers.
"What's this?"
Nobody answered immediately.
Michael stepped forward.
"Why is he in handcuffs?"
An officer said,
"Mr. Blue was transferred from Atlanta."
Michael shook his head.
"Transferred?"
"Yes."
"Why?"
The officer hesitated.
"He's being held in connection with the murders."
Michael laughed.
One short sound.
It contained no amusement.
"No."
The officer looked at him.
Michael pointed toward Blue.
"That's Blue."
"I know."
"You don't understand."
Michael looked almost angry now.
"That's Blue."
He said it again.
As if repeating the man's name could restore reality.
"He works here."
The officer remained silent.
"He has been working here for fifteen years."
Michael turned toward Blue.
"Tell them."
Blue didn't move.
Michael's voice softened.
"Tell them this is some mistake."
Blue looked at him.
Michael waited.
Blue opened his mouth.
Nothing came.
Michael's face changed.
The confidence disappeared.
He took one step closer.
"Blue?"
Blue lowered his head.
Michael stared at him.
"Tell me this is a mistake."
Blue whispered,
"I'm sorry."
Michael stopped.
The words hit him harder than a confession.
"No."
Blue closed his eyes.
Michael shook his head.
"No."
He looked toward his wife.
"He's not saying that."
She didn't answer.
Michael looked back at Blue.
"He's confused."
He stepped closer.
"He's been through something."
He looked at the officers.
"He's been in rehabilitation."
His voice rose.
"You know what he's been through?"
Nobody answered.
Michael looked at Blue again.
"Tell them."
Blue's eyes were wet.
"I don't know what to tell them."
Michael's expression collapsed.
His wife finally moved.
She had been standing behind him the entire time.
Silent.
Watching.
She walked toward Blue.
Slowly.
One step.
Then another.
Blue didn't look at her.
She stopped directly in front of him.
For a moment, she simply stared.
Her eyes moved across his face.
His hair.
His tired eyes.
The lines that had appeared around his mouth.
She seemed to be searching for the man she knew.
The man who had sat at their dining table.
The man who had held their daughter when she was sick.
The man who had attended birthdays.
The man who had called their home and asked whether everyone had eaten.
The man she had trusted.
Her lips trembled.
"Blue."
He looked at her.
She whispered,
"Look at me."
Blue did.
She stared into his eyes.
Then she asked the question.
"Did you kill our daughter?"
Blue stopped breathing.
The corridor disappeared.
The voices disappeared.
The lights disappeared.
There was only her face.
And the question.
Blue's lips parted.
Nothing came.
She waited.
"Did you?"
His eyes filled.
He looked down.
That was enough.
Her face changed.
Not anger.
Not yet.
Something much worse.
Understanding.
She raised her hand.
The slap echoed through the corridor.
Everyone turned.
Blue's head moved with the impact.
His cheek burned.
He didn't lift his hands.
He didn't defend himself.
He didn't even look at her.
She stood in front of him, breathing heavily.
Tears rolled down her face.
"You."
Her voice cracked.
"You?"
Blue closed his eyes.
She struck his chest with both hands.
Once.
Again.
"You were supposed to protect her."
Blue didn't move.
"You were supposed to protect her!"
Her voice broke.
"You were there!"
Blue whispered,
"I know."
"You knew her!"
"I know."
"She trusted you!"
"I know."
She hit him again.
The officers moved forward.
Michael raised his hand.
"Don't."
They stopped.
His wife looked at Blue.
Her anger finally collapsed into grief.
She covered her mouth.
A sound came out of her that Blue had never heard before.
A sound that didn't belong to anger.
It belonged to someone who had just lost the last piece of certainty in their life.
She turned away.
She walked several steps.
Then stopped.
She looked back once.
Blue was still standing there.
Crying.
She turned away again.
Michael remained.
For several seconds, he couldn't move.
Blue looked at him.
Michael's eyes were filled with tears.
He walked forward.
Slowly.
He stopped only a few feet away.
Neither spoke.
Then Michael said,
"Fifteen years."
Blue looked at him.
Michael laughed bitterly.
"Fifteen years."
He wiped his eyes.
"That's how long I've known you."
Blue lowered his head.
"If someone asked me..."
Michael's voice broke.
"...if someone asked me who I trusted most in this world..."
He stopped.
He looked at Blue.
"I wouldn't have thought."
A tear rolled down his cheek.
"I wouldn't have needed to think."
Blue's lips trembled.
"I'd have said you."
Silence.
"Without hesitation."
Michael shook his head.
"Do you understand?"
Blue couldn't answer.
"I would have put my life in your hands."
He stepped closer.
"I did put my life in your hands."
Blue looked at him.
Michael's eyes were red.
"You were family."
Blue's face crumpled.
Michael looked away.
"How?"
Blue whispered,
"I don't know."
Michael looked back.
"How could you?"
"I don't know."
"How could you stand there and investigate them?"
Blue closed his eyes.
"I don't know."
"How could you look at us?"
"I don't know."
"How could you come to my house?"
Blue started crying harder.
"Stop."
Michael froze.
Blue looked at him.
"I don't know."
His voice broke.
"I don't know how I did any of it."
Michael stared at him.
For a moment, the anger returned.
"You don't know?"
Blue nodded.
"I remember."
He touched his chest.
"But I don't understand."
Michael looked at him as though he were trying to solve a puzzle.
"Then what do you remember?"
Blue struggled to breathe.
"Faces."
Michael's eyes hardened.
"Whose?"
"Everyone."
Blue looked down.
"The people I killed."
He swallowed.
"Her."
Michael looked away.
Blue continued.
"I remember being there."
"I remember what happened."
"But I don't remember becoming the person who did it."
Michael's voice was barely audible.
"You were there."
Blue nodded.
"Yes."
"You did it."
"I know."
"Then how can you say you don't know?"
Blue looked at him.
"Because that's the truth."
Michael stared at him.
For fifteen years, he had known Blue as a man who could find answers.
A detective who noticed what others missed.
A man who could look at a room and understand what had happened before anyone else.
Now that same man stood in front of him unable to explain the greatest mystery of his own life.
Michael wiped his face.
"She was a child."
Blue closed his eyes.
"I know."
"There was your daughter too."
Blue's breathing stopped.
Michael's voice became softer.
"I treated her like my own."
Blue looked at him.
"I watched her grow."
Michael swallowed.
"I held her when she was sick."
His voice broke.
"I taught her things."
Blue began shaking.
"I watched her run around our house."
Michael stared at him.
"She called me uncle."
Blue covered his face.
"I know."
"She trusted me."
"I know."
"And I trusted you."
Blue couldn't speak.
Michael stepped closer.
His voice dropped.
"She was human, Blue."
A tear rolled down his face.
"All of them were."
Blue looked at him.
"There was no ghost."
Blue's face collapsed.
"No monster."
Michael shook his head.
"No demon."
He pointed at Blue's chest.
"There was you."
Blue couldn't take it anymore.
He bent forward.
A sob tore through him.
His cuffed hands remained behind his back.
He couldn't wipe his face.
He couldn't hide.
He couldn't even hold himself together.
Michael watched him cry.
And for a moment, the anger disappeared.
Not because he forgave him.
He didn't.
He couldn't.
But because he finally understood that the man standing before him was suffering from something neither of them could comprehend.
Michael looked toward his wife.
She was standing at the far end of the corridor.
Her back was turned.
Her shoulders were shaking.
Michael looked back at Blue.
"Why?"
Blue raised his head.
"I don't know."
Michael nodded slowly.
It was the only answer Blue had given him.
And somehow, it was the answer that frightened him most.
Michael turned away.
Blue watched him leave.
He wanted to call his name.
He wanted to explain.
He wanted to say that somewhere inside him, there was still the man Michael had trusted.
But he couldn't find that man anymore.
The officers approached.
"Mr. Blue."
Blue didn't respond.
"Blue."
He finally looked up.
"Come with us."
He nodded.
They took him away.
Michael remained at the end of the corridor.
He watched Blue disappear behind the door.
The same door through which Blue had once walked as a detective.
The same door through which he now disappeared as a suspect.
Michael stood there alone.
Then he whispered, to no one:
"Fifteen years."
His voice broke.
"How did I never see you?"
The door closed.
And on the other side of it, Blue leaned against the wall.
He slid slowly to the floor.
For the first time since arriving in Morke, he stopped trying to understand what he had become.
He simply cried.
And somewhere inside those tears was the memory of a little girl who had once called him father.
The memory was still alive.
She wasn't.
And Blue would have to live with that difference for the rest of his life.

The machine was finished.
Oliver stood in front of it without touching it.
For several minutes, he simply looked at the thing he had spent months building.
Metal.
Cables.
Coils.
A central chamber surrounded by machinery that seemed far too complicated to belong inside a single room.
The machine was silent now.
Almost harmless.
That was what frightened Andrew.
Something capable of tearing through time should not have looked so still.
Andrew stood several feet behind Oliver.
He had been watching him for almost ten minutes.
Oliver hadn't moved.
"You should sleep."
Oliver didn't answer.
Andrew looked at the machine.
Then at Oliver.
"You've been standing there all night."
"I know."
"You need rest."
"I'll rest later."
Andrew sighed.
He walked toward him.
"Oliver."
Nothing.
"Look at me."
Oliver finally turned.
His eyes were tired.
Not physically tired.
Something deeper.
Andrew had seen grief before.
He had seen people lose parents, children, friends.
But Oliver's grief was different.
It had stopped being something he carried.
It had become something he lived inside.
Andrew glanced at the machine.
"You really did it."
Oliver looked at it again.
"Yes."
"After everything..."
Andrew shook his head.
"I didn't think you'd actually finish it."
Oliver's expression didn't change.
"I told you I would."
"I know."
Andrew walked around the machine slowly.
He examined the connections.
The power systems.
The control panel.
Everything was exactly where it was supposed to be.
Or at least, where they believed it was supposed to be.
Andrew stopped beside Oliver.
"What are you going to do?"
Oliver didn't answer.
Andrew waited.
"Oliver."
"I need to go back."
Andrew's face changed.
He already knew.
But hearing the words made it real.
"Back where?"
Oliver looked at him.
"The past."
Andrew's voice became quieter.
"To find him?"
Oliver shook his head.
"No."
A pause.
"To find her."
Andrew stared at him.
"Grace?"
Oliver nodded.
Andrew looked toward the floor.
He had expected this.
He had known from the moment Oliver began building the machine.
Still, a part of him had hoped that finishing it would somehow change his mind.
That perhaps the machine would satisfy the question.
That perhaps seeing it completed would make Oliver understand what he was about to do.
It hadn't.
Andrew turned back toward him.
"You can't."
Oliver's eyes hardened.
"I can."
"No."
"I built it."
"That doesn't mean you understand it."
"I understand enough."
"You don't."
Oliver stepped closer.
"I know exactly what I'm doing."
Andrew shook his head.
"No, you don't."
Oliver stared at him.
Andrew pointed toward the machine.
"You've built something nobody has ever built before."
"Exactly."
"And you think that makes it safe?"
"No."
"Then what makes you think you can go back there and bring her out?"
Oliver didn't answer.
Andrew's voice softened.
"Oliver..."
"I've thought about this."
"For how long?"
"Every day."
"Every hour?"
"Every second."
Andrew looked at him.
Oliver's eyes were beginning to redden.
"I've thought about what I should have done."
"What I could have done."
"What I would say to her."
"What I would change."
He swallowed.
"And every time I reach the end of that thought..."
His voice broke slightly.
"...she's still dead."
Andrew said nothing.
Oliver turned toward the machine.
"I can't accept that."
"That's not how life works."
"I know."
"No, you don't."
Oliver looked back.
"I know exactly how life works."
He pointed toward the machine.
"That's why I built this."
Andrew took a slow breath.
"You're not trying to solve a problem anymore."
Oliver didn't respond.
"You're trying to undo something."
Silence.
Oliver looked at him.
"Yes."
Andrew shook his head.
"And if you change one thing?"
"I'll deal with it."
"You don't know what you'll change."
"I'll deal with it."
"What if you don't come back?"
"I will."
"What if you go back and make things worse?"
"I won't."
"What if Grace never existed after you change the past?"
Oliver's jaw tightened.
"She existed."
"That's not what I asked."
Oliver looked away.
Andrew stepped closer.
"What if saving her costs someone else their life?"
Oliver remained silent.
"What if it changes Morke?"
Nothing.
"What if it changes you?"
Oliver finally looked at him.
"I don't care."
Andrew stared at him.
That answer frightened him.
Not because Oliver was fearless.
Because he wasn't.
Andrew could see the fear in his eyes.
Oliver was terrified.
He simply didn't care anymore.
"I don't want to find the murderer," Oliver said.
Andrew watched him.
"I don't want revenge."
His voice was quiet.
"I don't want justice."
He looked toward the machine.
"I want her."
Andrew's eyes filled.
Oliver continued.
"I want to see her again."
A pause.
"I want to hear her voice."
His throat tightened.
"I want one more conversation."
He looked down.
"I want to walk through that door and have her look at me like nothing happened."
Andrew closed his eyes.
Oliver whispered,
"I want to save her."
Andrew opened them again.
"And then what?"
Oliver didn't understand.
"What?"
"If you save her..."
Andrew looked at him.
"...what happens to everything that came after?"
Oliver stood silently.
"You met Grace because of the life you lived."
"You became who you are because of the things that happened."
"You built this machine because you lost her."
Andrew gestured toward the room.
"If you change that..."
He stopped.
Oliver looked at him.
"Then I'll become someone else."
Andrew nodded slowly.
"Maybe."
Oliver turned back toward the machine.
"Then let me."
Andrew stared at him.
Oliver placed one hand against the cold metal.
"I don't need to be the man I became."
His voice softened.
"I just need her to be alive."
Andrew didn't respond.
For several seconds, there was only the faint hum of electricity somewhere deep inside the machine.
Oliver looked at the chamber.
He imagined Grace standing there.
Alive.
Smiling.
Annoyed at him for being late.
He closed his eyes.
For the first time, he allowed himself to imagine it without immediately killing the thought with reality.
She was alive.
She was standing in front of him.
He could reach her.
He could take her hand.
He could tell her everything.
He could bring her home.
Oliver opened his eyes.
Andrew saw the decision in them.
It was already done.
"You've decided."
Oliver nodded.
"Yes."
"When?"
"Tonight."
Andrew's face tightened.
"Oliver."
"You know me."
"I do."
"You know you can't stop me when I decide."
Andrew stared at him.
There was no anger in Oliver's voice.
No arrogance.
Only certainty.
Andrew looked at the machine again.
The completed machine stood silently between them.
For months, it had been an impossible idea.
Then a theory.
Then a collection of equations.
Then metal.
Then wires.
Then something real.
And now it was a door.
A door to a place no human being had ever returned from.
Andrew slowly walked toward the control panel.
Oliver watched him.
"What are you doing?"
Andrew looked at the machine.
"I'm not helping you."
Oliver waited.
"I'm making sure you don't kill yourself."
Andrew looked at him.
"If you're going to do this..."
He paused.
"...you're going to do it carefully."
Oliver said nothing.
Andrew's eyes remained on the machine.
"First, we wait."
Oliver frowned.
"For what?"
"Twenty-four hours."
Oliver stared at him.
Andrew continued.
"Before you use it."
"Why?"
"Because we don't know what happens when something like this opens."
He placed his hand on the control panel.
"We don't know how time responds."
He looked at Oliver.
"We don't know how space responds."
A pause.
"We don't know how nature responds."
Andrew's expression hardened.
"And we don't know what comes back with you."
Oliver looked at the machine.
For the first time, he hesitated.
Only for a second.
Then he nodded.
"Twenty-four hours."
Andrew exhaled.
"Thank you."
Oliver turned toward him.
"Don't thank me."
Andrew looked at him.
Oliver's eyes returned to the machine.
"After twenty-four hours..."
He whispered:
"I'm going to get her."
And somewhere inside the completed machine, a single light flickered.
Neither man noticed.

Andrew closed the laboratory door.
The sound echoed through the room.
Oliver looked at him.
"Why did you close it?"
"So nobody comes in."
"Nobody's coming."
"You don't know that."
Oliver turned back toward the machine.
Andrew watched him for a moment.
Then he said,
"You're not doing this."
Oliver didn't turn around.
"I am."
"No."
"I already told you."
"I heard you."
"Then you know."
Andrew walked toward him.
"I know you're grieving."
Oliver's shoulders stiffened.
"Don't."
"I know you think this is the only thing left."
"Andrew."
"But you're wrong."
Oliver turned.
"About what?"
"About her."
Oliver stared at him.
"Don't talk about Grace as though you know what I'm feeling."
"I know what you're trying to do."
"Then you know why."
Andrew shook his head.
"No. I know why you're hurting. That's different."
Oliver's expression hardened.
"You think I'm doing this because I'm emotional."
"I think you're doing this because you're desperate."
"Same thing."
"No."
Andrew stepped closer.
"Desperation makes you believe consequences don't matter."
Oliver said nothing.
"Grace is dead."
The words hung in the room.
Oliver's eyes changed.
Andrew continued.
"You know that."
"I know."
"You saw what happened."
"I know."
"Then why are you pretending you can simply walk backward and erase it?"
"I'm not pretending."
"Then what are you doing?"
"I'm changing it."
Andrew laughed bitterly.
"You hear yourself?"
Oliver looked at him.
"You built a machine that manipulates time, and now you think time owes you something."
"It doesn't owe me anything."
"Then why?"
Oliver's answer came immediately.
"Because I can."
Andrew stared at him.
"That's exactly what frightens me."
Oliver looked away.
Andrew continued.
"You're not thinking about what happens after."
"I'll think about it when I get there."
"You may not get there."
"I will."
"You don't know that."
"Neither do you."
"Exactly."
Andrew pointed toward the machine.
"That's the problem."
He walked around it.
"You don't know what this thing does."
"I know what it was designed to do."
"Designed."
Andrew turned.
"That's the word you're hiding behind."
Oliver's jaw tightened.
"You think because you've calculated the energy requirements, because you've built the mechanism, because you've made the equations work, that you understand time."
"I understand enough."
"No."
Andrew shook his head.
"You understand how to open a door."
Oliver looked at him.
"You don't know what's on the other side."
Silence.
Andrew continued.
"Maybe you go back."
"Maybe."
"Maybe you find Grace."
"Yes."
"Maybe you save her."
Oliver didn't answer.
"And then what?"
Oliver looked away.
"What happens to the man she loved?"
Oliver frowned.
"What?"
"You."
Andrew stepped closer.
"The Oliver who lived through her death."
"The Oliver who built this."
"The Oliver who became the person standing here."
He pointed toward him.
"If you save her, that man may never exist."
Oliver stared at him.
"Then he doesn't have to."
Andrew shook his head.
"You don't understand."
"Maybe I don't want to."
"What about everyone else?"
Oliver remained silent.
"Your father."
"Your company."
"Everyone who knows you."
"Everyone whose life crossed yours because of what happened."
"Change one moment, Oliver."
Andrew's voice lowered.
"You don't change one moment."
"You change everything."
Oliver finally spoke.
"Then everything changes."
Andrew stared at him.
"Just like that?"
"Yes."
"You don't care?"
"I care about her."
"And the rest of us?"
Oliver's eyes became wet.
"You'll survive."
Andrew's face fell.
"That's not an answer."
"It is the only one I have."
Andrew looked at him for several seconds.
Then he asked,
"What if you kill someone?"
Oliver froze.
"What?"
"You go back."
"You interfere."
"Something changes."
"Someone dies."
Oliver shook his head.
"I won't let that happen."
"You don't know what you can control."
"I'll be careful."
"What if you can't?"
"I can."
"What if Grace doesn't want to come with you?"
Oliver looked at him.
Andrew saw the pain in his face.
"What if she looks at you and doesn't recognize you?"
Oliver swallowed.
"What if she has a life you weren't supposed to enter?"
"What if she loves someone else?"
Oliver's face tightened.
Andrew stopped.
He knew he had gone too far.
But he continued anyway.
"What if saving her means taking her away from the life she was meant to have?"
Oliver stared at him.
"I don't know."
"Exactly."
Andrew's voice softened.
"You don't know anything about what waits on the other side."
Oliver looked toward the machine.
"I know enough."
"No."
Andrew shook his head.
"You know one thing."
Oliver looked at him.
"You want her alive."
A long silence.
"That's all you know."
Oliver's eyes filled.
"Yes."
Andrew looked down.
He had finally understood.
There was no argument left.
Logic had failed.
Fear had failed.
Even grief had failed.
Oliver wasn't making a decision anymore.
He had already made it.
Andrew looked at him.
"You know you can't stop me when I decide."
Andrew closed his eyes.
The sentence hurt because it was true.
He had heard it before.
Oliver had always been like this.
When he believed something mattered, there was no force in the world that could move him.
Andrew opened his eyes.
"You're right."
Oliver said nothing.
"I can't stop you."
Andrew walked toward the machine.
He examined the control panel.
Then the power systems.
Then the chamber.
His expression changed.
"Then I'm asking you for one thing."
Oliver looked at him.
"What?"
"Don't use it tonight."
Oliver frowned.
"Why?"
"Because we don't know what it will do."
Andrew touched the side of the machine.
"We've never activated anything like this."
"We don't know how time reacts."
"We don't know how space reacts."
"We don't know what happens to the body."
"We don't know what happens to the world around you."
He looked directly at Oliver.
"And we don't know what happens if it works."
Oliver remained silent.
Andrew continued.
"Twenty-four hours."
Oliver frowned.
"That's your request?"
"Yes."
"Why twenty-four?"
"Because I want one full day."
"For what?"
"To watch."
"Watch what?"
"The world."
Andrew looked around the laboratory.
"Let the machine sit."
"Let the power settle."
"Let us see whether anything changes."
Oliver looked at him.
"And if nothing happens?"
"Then you go."
"And if something does?"
Andrew didn't answer immediately.
"Then we find out what it means before you step inside."
Oliver stared at the machine.
Andrew stepped closer.
"Please."
The word was quiet.
Oliver looked at him.
Andrew rarely said it.
That frightened Oliver more than the argument.
"Twenty-four hours," Andrew repeated.
Oliver remained silent.
Then finally:
"Fine."
Andrew exhaled.
"Thank you."
Oliver turned away.
"But after that..."
Andrew looked at him.
Oliver stared at the machine.
"I'm going back."
Andrew nodded.
"I know."
The room fell silent.
The machine continued to hum.
Two men stood before it.
One waiting for the past.
The other waiting for the consequences.

"Wait."
The word remained between them.
Oliver stood with his back toward Andrew, looking at the machine.
Twenty-four hours.
It shouldn't have mattered.
Yet somehow it did.
Andrew walked toward the control console.
"Before you go anywhere near that chamber, we need to establish something."
Oliver turned.
"What?"
"We don't activate it tonight."
"I agreed to twenty-four hours."
"I know."
"Then what are we discussing?"
Andrew looked at the machine.
"What happens after the twenty-four hours."
Oliver frowned.
"You said I could go."
"I said you could try."
Oliver's expression hardened.
"Try?"
Andrew nodded.
"That's the difference."
Oliver walked toward him.
"I don't want a trial."
"I know."
"I want to go back."
"And I'm telling you that the first time we use this machine, we don't know what we're going to get."
Oliver looked at the control panel.
Andrew pointed toward the central chamber.
"We've calculated the energy required to create the temporal displacement."
"Yes."
"We've calculated the field."
"Yes."
"We've calculated the destination."
"Two hours and thirty minutes."
Andrew nodded.
"Approximately."
Oliver looked at him.
"You've said that before."
"And I'm saying it again."
Andrew turned toward the machine.
"We can calculate where the machine is supposed to send you."
He paused.
"We cannot calculate how reality responds when you arrive."
Oliver said nothing.
Andrew continued.
"Think about what we're actually doing."
He placed his hand against the metal casing.
"You're not travelling across a room."
"You're not travelling across a city."
"You're removing yourself from one point in spacetime..."
He looked at Oliver.
"...and placing yourself at another."
Oliver remained silent.
"Time isn't a road."
Andrew's voice became quieter.
"We've been treating it like one because that's the only way our minds can understand it."
He pointed toward the floor.
"This room exists here."
Then toward Oliver.
"You exist now."
He pointed toward the machine.
"And we're trying to make both those facts temporary."
Oliver looked at him.
"What are you afraid of?"
Andrew answered immediately.
"Everything."
Oliver waited.
"Time."
"Space."
"Your body."
"Energy."
"Cause and effect."
"All of it."
Andrew moved to the console.
"What happens if you disappear?"
Oliver shrugged.
"I'm gone."
"No."
Andrew looked at him.
"You're not just gone."
"From this moment, you no longer occupy this point in time."
He pressed a finger against the screen.
"What happens to the air around you?"
Oliver didn't answer.
"What happens to the energy you leave behind?"
Nothing.
"What happens to the machine?"
Andrew pointed toward it.
"What happens to the room?"
He paused.
"And what happens to the sequence of events that led to you standing here?"
Oliver looked at him.
"I don't know."
"Exactly."
Andrew nodded.
"We don't know."
He walked back toward Oliver.
"And that's before we even consider causality."
Oliver frowned.
"If I go back two hours and do nothing..."
Andrew interrupted.
"You still did something."
"What?"
"You existed."
Oliver stared at him.
Andrew continued.
"You weren't supposed to be there."
"So?"
"So the past has changed already."
Oliver looked at the machine.
Andrew's voice softened.
"Maybe nothing happens."
"Maybe you return."
"Maybe the world continues exactly as it was."
"But maybe..."
He stopped.
Oliver waited.
"Maybe someone remembers seeing you."
"Maybe a camera records you."
"Maybe you move one object."
"Maybe you speak one sentence."
"Maybe you breathe in a room where you weren't supposed to breathe."
Oliver stared at him.
"And that changes something?"
"We don't know."
Andrew looked directly into his eyes.
"That's what causality means."
A silence settled between them.
Oliver finally asked,
"Then why two or three hours?"
"Because it's manageable."
"Manageable?"
"We know where you'll be."
"We know where you are now."
"We know the people around you."
"We know what happened during those hours."
Andrew pointed toward the machine.
"If you go back only a few hours, we're not trying to rewrite your entire life."
"We're testing whether the machine can move you through time and return you safely."
Oliver nodded slowly.
"And then?"
"Then we analyze what happened."
"And if everything is normal?"
"You go back."
Oliver looked at him.
"To save Grace."
Andrew nodded.
"To save Grace."
The words sounded different now.
Less like an argument.
More like a plan.
Oliver looked toward the chamber.
"And what exactly do I do during the trial?"
"You go back two or three hours."
"You don't interfere."
"You don't speak to anyone."
"You don't touch anything."
"You observe."
"And return."
Oliver nodded.
"And if something goes wrong?"
"You trigger the return sequence."
"What if that doesn't work?"
Andrew's expression darkened.
"Then you stay where you are until we figure out how to bring you back."
Oliver gave him a look.
"That's comforting."
"It isn't supposed to be."
For the first time, Oliver almost smiled.
Almost.
Andrew continued.
"There's something else."
"What?"
"The machine needs an enormous amount of power."
"I know."
"No."
Andrew shook his head.
"You know the number."
"I'm talking about what that power will look like."
Oliver waited.
"When we activate it, we're going to draw from almost everything available."
"How much?"
"Enough that the city's grid will notice."
Oliver frowned.
"How much?"
Andrew looked at him.
"Morke will flicker."
Oliver's expression changed.
"The entire city?"
"Probably."
"Streetlights."
"Yes."
"Buildings."
"Yes."
"Everything?"
"For a few moments."
Oliver looked at the machine.
Andrew continued.
"Every light in Morke may flicker when the field opens."
Oliver imagined it.
An entire city going dark and returning in a heartbeat.
Andrew said,
"And if we're right, you'll see something you can't describe as darkness."
"What?"
"Don't know yet."
"You built the machine."
"I built a machine."
Andrew looked toward the chamber.
"Not a window into time."
Oliver remained silent.
Andrew walked toward the main power switch.
"That's why we wait."
He looked back.
"Twenty-four hours."
Oliver nodded.
"And after that?"
Andrew answered,
"We run the smallest experiment possible."
Oliver looked at him.
"Two to three hours."
"Yes."
"I go back."
"Yes."
"I observe."
"Yes."
"I return."
"Yes."
Oliver studied him.
"And if I come back safely?"
Andrew hesitated.
"Then we know it works."
Oliver's voice became quiet.
"And then I go to Grace."
Andrew nodded.
"Then you go to Grace."
Oliver walked toward the machine.
He placed his palm against its surface.
Cold metal.
A machine that had once existed only inside his head.
Now it was real.
The impossible had become physical.
He closed his eyes.
For one moment, he imagined Grace standing on the other side.
Alive.
Waiting.
Andrew watched him.
"Oliver."
He opened his eyes.
"Twenty-four hours."
Oliver nodded.
"Twenty-four hours."
"Promise me."
Oliver looked at him.
Andrew waited.
Oliver's expression softened.
"I don't make promises I can't keep."
Andrew sighed.
"I know."
"But I'll wait."
Andrew nodded.
Oliver looked back at the machine.
"One day."
He whispered it almost to himself.
"Just one more day."
Andrew switched off the remaining laboratory lights.
The machine disappeared into darkness.
Neither man knew that twenty-four hours later, when the machine finally awakened, Morke would flicker beneath a light that had never existed before.
And something would be waiting on the other side of time.
We’ll keep this one quiet and atmospheric, giving the reader a breath after the technical discussion. The tension comes from the fact that Oliver has already decided what he will do, while the city remains completely unaware of what is about to happen.

For twenty-four hours, nothing happened.
Morke continued living.
People went to work.
Children went to school.
Restaurants opened.
Buses moved through crowded streets.
Shopkeepers argued over prices.
Couples walked beside the waterfront.
Nobody knew that beneath one of the city's buildings, a machine was waiting to tear a hole through time.
It remained silent.
Cold.
Motionless.
Its lights were switched off.
Its cables ran beneath the floor and into the walls.
Around it, the scientists worked without speaking much.
They checked the power systems.
Checked them again.
The fuel reserves were inspected twice.
Then a third time.
Every connection was tested.
Every measurement recorded.
Every possible failure discussed.
Nobody said the word impossible anymore.
They had already built the impossible.
Now they were simply afraid of what it might do.
Andrew spent most of the day inside the laboratory.
He barely left the observation room.
Every few hours, he returned to the machine.
He checked the readings.
Nothing.
No abnormal energy.
No movement.
No change.
Just silence.
At noon, he looked through the glass.
Oliver was sitting alone.
He had been there for nearly an hour.
Andrew watched him.
Oliver was holding something in his hands.
A small piece of fabric.
Grace's scarf.
He had kept it folded inside a drawer for months.
He ran his thumb along its edge.
Slowly.
Carefully.
As though touching it too hard might destroy the memory attached to it.
He closed his eyes.
He imagined her.
Not the last day.
Not the hospital.
Not the empty room.
Not the photograph.
He forced himself to remember her alive.
The way she laughed when she was trying not to laugh.
The way she would look at him when he was being unnecessarily serious.
The little things.
The ordinary things.
Those were the memories he wanted to carry with him.
Because when he went back, he didn't want to see a dead woman.
He wanted to see Grace.
Alive.
He opened his eyes.
"What am I going to say?"
The question escaped him quietly.
Nobody answered.
He smiled faintly.
"I know."
He looked down at the scarf.
"I'll just tell you the truth."
He imagined the conversation.
Grace.
Why are you here?
I came for you.
What do you mean?
You died.
He stopped.
No.
Not that.
He couldn't tell her.
Not immediately.
He would frighten her.
He would explain later.
First, he would get her away from the place where everything happened.
Then he would bring her forward.
Then—
He stopped himself.
There was no "then" yet.
Only the machine.
Only two or three hours.
Only the trial.
Only one step at a time.
He folded the scarf again.
Carefully.
Outside, the sun moved across Morke.
Afternoon became evening.
The city changed without knowing why.
Streetlights came on.
Windows filled with yellow light.
Cars moved through intersections.
People laughed in restaurants.
Somewhere, a man proposed to a woman.
Somewhere else, a child fell asleep against his mother's shoulder.
Life continued.
Oliver watched the city through the laboratory window.
He wondered how many people would notice when the lights flickered.
He wondered whether anyone would look up.
Whether anyone would feel something.
Whether time itself could be felt.
Andrew entered the room.
"You should eat."
Oliver didn't turn.
"I'm not hungry."
"You haven't eaten properly all day."
"I'll eat later."
Andrew stood beside him.
"You nervous?"
Oliver smiled faintly.
"Terrified."
Andrew looked surprised.
Oliver continued watching the city.
"I've been thinking about it."
"About Grace?"
"About everything."
He paused.
"I keep imagining the moment I see her."
Andrew didn't respond.
"What if I freeze?"
"You won't."
"What if I can't move?"
"You will."
"What if she asks me why I'm crying?"
Andrew looked at him.
"What will you say?"
Oliver smiled sadly.
"I'll tell her I'm happy."
Andrew nodded.
Oliver looked toward the machine.
"And I will be."
Silence.
Andrew finally said,
"You still have time to change your mind."
Oliver shook his head.
"No."
"Not even a little?"
"No."
Andrew sighed.
"I thought so."
Oliver looked at him.
"You know what the strange part is?"
"What?"
"I spent months wanting one more chance."
He looked at the machine.
"Now that I have it..."
His voice became quiet.
"I'm more afraid than I've ever been."
Andrew nodded.
"That's because now you have something to lose again."
Oliver looked at him.
The words stayed with him.
Something to lose again.
He looked down at Grace's scarf.
For months, grief had been certain.
Absolute.
There was nothing left to lose.
Now, for the first time, hope had returned.
And hope was terrifying.
Night settled over Morke.
The laboratory lights remained on.
The city outside continued breathing.
At midnight, Andrew checked the clock.
Twelve hours remained.
At six in the morning, six hours.
At eight, four.
At nine, three.
At ten, two.
Oliver stood before the machine.
The scientists gathered behind the observation glass.
Nobody spoke.
Andrew walked toward him.
"Ready?"
Oliver looked at the chamber.
"No."
Andrew waited.
Oliver took a breath.
"But I'm going."
Andrew nodded.
Oliver reached into his pocket.
Grace's scarf.
He held it for a moment.
Then folded it carefully and placed it back.
"I'll take her with me."
Andrew looked at him.
"And I'll come back."
The clock continued moving.
One minute.
Then another.
The final hour began.
Morke carried on outside.
Unaware.
Unprepared.
Alive.
Oliver stood before the machine.
Waiting for the moment when time would stop belonging to the past.
And begin belonging to him.

The laboratory clock showed eleven forty-three.
Seventeen minutes remained.
Most of the scientists had left the observation room.
There was nothing more to check.
The machine had been tested.
The power systems were ready.
The fuel had been prepared.
Every number had been recorded.
Now there was only waiting.
Oliver stood beside the chamber.
He had changed his clothes.
Dark trousers.
A plain shirt.
Nothing that would draw attention.
Andrew entered the laboratory carrying two cups of coffee.
He handed one to Oliver.
Oliver looked at it.
"Thanks."
Neither drank.
They stood beside the machine.
For a while, they listened to its low electrical hum.
Andrew looked at the clock.
"Seventeen minutes."
Oliver nodded.
"Yeah."
"Still time."
"For what?"
Andrew looked at him.
Oliver understood.
"You're still trying."
"I'm trying to make sure you understand what you're doing."
"I understand."
"No."
Andrew's voice was quiet.
"You understand what you want."
Oliver looked at him.
"That's enough."
"It isn't."
Andrew placed his coffee on the table.
"Once you enter that chamber, we don't know what happens."
"I know."
"You could go somewhere else."
"I know."
"You could get trapped."
"I know."
"You could..."
Andrew stopped.
Oliver waited.
"Not come back."
Oliver looked at him.
"I know."
The clock continued ticking.
Andrew looked down.
"I've been thinking about something."
"What?"
"All day."
Oliver waited.
Andrew took a breath.
"Promise me you won't die."
Oliver didn't answer.
Andrew looked at him.
"Oliver."
A faint smile appeared on Oliver's face.
"You know I don't promise."
Andrew sighed.
"I know."
"Then why ask?"
"Because I wanted to hear you say it."
Oliver looked at him.
Andrew's eyes were tired.
Not frightened.
Just tired.
The kind of tiredness that came from knowing there was nothing left to argue.
Oliver looked toward the machine.
Then back at Andrew.
"But..."
Andrew waited.
"I won't die in the process."
Andrew's expression changed slightly.
Oliver continued.
"I might come late."
A pause.
"But I'm going to survive."
Andrew stared at him.
"That's your promise?"
"No."
Oliver shook his head.
"It's my decision."
Andrew smiled faintly.
"You're impossible."
"I've been told."
"More than once."
Oliver looked at the clock.
Fourteen minutes.
Andrew picked up his coffee.
"You remember when we first met?"
Oliver nodded.
"You thought I was an idiot."
"I still think you're an idiot."
Andrew laughed quietly.
"Good."
The laughter disappeared as quickly as it came.
Andrew looked at the machine.
"What happens if you see her?"
Oliver answered without hesitation.
"I'll bring her back."
"And if she doesn't recognize you?"
"I'll wait."
"If she doesn't believe you?"
"I'll convince her."
"If she refuses to come?"
Oliver paused.
"I'll find another way."
Andrew nodded.
"And if you can't?"
Oliver looked at him.
"Then I'll come back alone."
Andrew looked away.
That answer seemed to hurt.
Oliver noticed.
"You asked me to survive."
Andrew nodded.
"I did."
"I'm going to."
The clock moved.
Twelve minutes.
Andrew walked toward the machine.
He checked the control panel one last time.
Oliver watched him.
"You don't have to do that again."
"I know."
"Then why?"
Andrew smiled.
"Because I'm an idiot too."
Oliver smiled.
For a few seconds, they simply stood there.
No speeches.
No dramatic farewell.
Neither wanted to say goodbye.
Because saying goodbye would mean admitting that this could be the last time.
Andrew looked at Oliver.
"There's something else."
"What?"
"When you come back..."
Oliver waited.
"Don't expect everything to be exactly the same."
Oliver frowned.
"What do you mean?"
"You may change something."
"I won't."
"You don't know."
Oliver didn't answer.
Andrew continued.
"Even if you don't mean to."
He looked toward the machine.
"Time may not care about your intentions."
Oliver nodded.
"I understand."
"If you come back and something feels wrong..."
"What?"
"Don't ignore it."
Oliver studied him.
"Okay."
"And if you don't recognize something..."
"I'll be careful."
"If Morke feels different..."
"I'll come back here."
Andrew nodded.
"Good."
The clock showed eleven fifty-five.
Five minutes.
Andrew looked at Oliver.
"Five minutes."
Oliver nodded.
He took a slow breath.
Then he reached into his pocket.
He pulled out Grace's scarf.
He held it for a moment.
Andrew looked at it.
"You're taking that?"
Oliver nodded.
"I want her to see it."
Andrew didn't ask anything else.
Oliver folded it carefully and placed it inside his pocket.
Four minutes.
The scientists began returning to the observation room.
One by one.
Nobody spoke loudly.
Everyone seemed to understand that something irreversible was about to happen.
Three minutes.
Andrew stood beside the main control panel.
Oliver stood before the chamber.
Two minutes.
Andrew looked at him.
"Oliver."
"Yeah?"
"If you get the chance..."
He stopped.
Oliver waited.
Andrew looked down.
"Tell her she was loved."
Oliver's eyes became wet.
"She knows."
Andrew nodded.
"Good."
One minute.
The machine began to hum louder.
Lights appeared along the control panel.
Oliver looked at Andrew.
Andrew looked back.
Neither spoke.
The final seconds approached.
Oliver stepped toward the chamber.
Andrew said his name.
Oliver stopped.
He turned.
Andrew smiled.
It was a small smile.
Almost nothing.
But Oliver understood.
Come back.
Oliver nodded.
"I will."
He turned toward the machine.
The doors began to open.
A deep vibration moved through the floor.
The lights overhead flickered once.
Then twice.
Oliver stepped forward.
Behind him, Andrew remained standing alone.
The clock reached midnight.
And for the first time in twenty-four hours...
time seemed to hesitate.

"I'm going to bring her back."
Midnight had passed.
For a few seconds, nothing happened.
Oliver stood inside the laboratory, facing the machine.
The chamber was open.
Cold air drifted around his feet.
Behind the glass, Andrew stood beside the control panel.
Neither of them spoke.
The city outside continued to exist.
Morke was asleep.
Streetlights lined the roads.
Windows glowed from apartment buildings.
Cars moved through distant streets.
Nobody knew.
Oliver looked at the machine.
Then at the clock.
12:01.
The twenty-four hours were over.
He took a breath.
"I'm going to take her with me."
Andrew heard him.
Oliver looked into the empty chamber.
"I'm going to take her with me."
He nodded to himself.
"I'll come right back."
He took another breath.
"Nothing is going to go wrong."
Andrew watched him through the glass.
Oliver rubbed his hands together.
"I'm going to take her with me."
His voice was quieter this time.
"I'll come right back."
He stared at the machine.
"Nothing is going to go wrong."
Andrew pressed the intercom.
"Oliver."
Oliver looked toward him.
"You don't have to keep saying it."
Oliver smiled faintly.
"I know."
"Then why are you?"
Oliver looked away.
"Because I need to hear it."
Andrew didn't answer.
Oliver turned back toward the chamber.
He stepped inside.
The floor beneath his feet was metallic and cold.
He looked around.
For months, this had existed only as a theory.
Now he was standing inside it.
A machine designed to reach backward through time.
He touched the wall.
His hand trembled.
He pulled it away.
"I'm going to take her with me."
His voice was almost a whisper.
Andrew watched the readings.
"Everything looks stable."
Oliver nodded.
"Good."
Andrew looked at the control panel.
"Once we begin, you don't move."
"I know."
"You follow the sequence exactly."
"I know."
"If anything feels wrong—"
"I come back."
Andrew nodded.
Oliver closed his eyes.
For a moment, Grace appeared in his mind.
Not dead.
Not lying somewhere alone.
Alive.
Standing in front of him.
He imagined her looking at him.
That familiar expression.
That small smile.
He imagined saying her name.
He imagined hearing her answer.
Oliver opened his eyes.
"I'm coming."
Andrew heard him.
He didn't respond.
Oliver placed his hand against the control surface inside the chamber.
Andrew began activating the system.
One switch.
Then another.
The machine came alive.
A low vibration moved through the floor.
Oliver's eyes widened.
The vibration increased.
The cables around the chamber began glowing with energy.
Andrew watched the readings climb.
"Power rising."
The laboratory lights flickered.
Oliver looked up.
The lights came back.
Then flickered again.
Outside the laboratory, a streetlight went dark.
Then another.
Then another.
Across Morke, lights began blinking.
A restaurant suddenly went dark.
A traffic signal flickered.
Apartment windows disappeared for a second.
Then returned.
People looked up.
Some stepped outside.
Others simply assumed there had been a power fluctuation.
But the darkness kept moving.
One street.
Then another.
The entire city seemed to breathe.
Dark.
Light.
Dark.
Light.
Andrew watched the power readings.
"Thirty percent."
The machine screamed.
Not like metal.
Not like electricity.
Something deeper.
A vibration that seemed to exist inside the walls themselves.
Oliver covered his ears.
"What is that?"
Andrew didn't answer.
He was staring at the instruments.
"Forty percent."
The laboratory shook.
Dust fell from the ceiling.
Oliver steadied himself.
"Andrew!"
"I'm here!"
"What is happening?"
"I don't know!"
The machine's sound changed.
The vibration became a deep pulse.
Boom.
Silence.
Boom.
Silence.
Each pulse seemed to travel through the entire city.
Morke flickered again.
This time, every light went out.
For one second...
the entire city disappeared into darkness.
Then everything came back.
Andrew stared through the window.
The city was still there.
But something looked different.
He couldn't explain what.
Perhaps it was the air.
Perhaps the sky.
Perhaps the way the lights seemed to bend around the buildings.
"Sixty percent."
Oliver looked toward the observation glass.
Andrew was staring at him.
Neither man spoke.
The machine continued charging.
Seventy percent.
Oliver closed his eyes.
"I'm going to take her with me."
His voice shook.
"I'll come right back."
He opened his eyes.
"Nothing is going to go wrong."
Andrew looked at him.
This time he understood.
Oliver wasn't reassuring himself.
He was begging reality.
The machine reached eighty percent.
The walls began vibrating.
Oliver felt pressure building inside his chest.
His heartbeat became strange.
Fast.
Then slow.
Then fast again.
He looked at his hands.
For a fraction of a second, his fingers seemed transparent.
He blinked.
They were normal.
"Andrew."
"What?"
"My hand."
Andrew looked.
"What?"
"It's..."
Oliver stared at it.
"Nothing."
Andrew frowned.
"Are you okay?"
"Yes."
He looked at his hand again.
Normal.
"Ninety percent."
The laboratory lights exploded into brightness.
Andrew shielded his eyes.
The machine opened.
Not physically.
Something else opened.
A distortion appeared in front of Oliver.
The air folded.
The walls stretched.
The chamber seemed to become impossibly deep.
Oliver stared.
There was no longer a machine in front of him.
There was a darkness.
A darkness containing everything.
Stars.
Buildings.
Faces.
Rain.
Sunlight.
A thousand moments appearing simultaneously.
Grace.
Oliver saw her.
His breath stopped.
She was standing in a street.
Alive.
He stepped toward her.
"Grace."
The image vanished.
Oliver froze.
"Grace?"
Andrew shouted through the intercom.
"Don't move!"
Oliver didn't hear him.
The machine screamed.
The lights across Morke flickered violently.
Every window in the city seemed to pulse with the same rhythm.
Dark.
Light.
Dark.
Light.
The final sequence began.
Andrew stared at the readings.
"One hundred percent."
Oliver looked forward.
His fear disappeared.
There was only one thought left.
Her.
"I'm coming."
The machine released its energy.
The laboratory vanished into white light.
Oliver felt his body being pulled apart.
Not physically.
Something deeper.
His thoughts stretched.
His memories scattered.
He saw Grace.
Then his daughter.
Then Andrew.
Then Morke.
Then a thousand versions of himself.
He heard voices.
His own voice.
Grace's voice.
A child laughing.
Someone screaming.
Then silence.
Oliver tried to breathe.
There was no air.
He tried to move.
There was no body.
He tried to scream.
There was no sound.
For one terrifying moment...
there was nothing.
No past.
No present.
No future.
Only blackness.
Oliver floated inside it.
Then something moved.
A voice emerged from the darkness.
Deep.
Ancient.
Almost amused.
"Finally..."
Oliver couldn't move.
The voice came closer.
"Someone has come here."
Oliver tried to speak.
His voice finally returned.
"Who are you?"
The darkness remained.
Then the voice answered.
"I am Vincent Kaine."
Oliver's eyes widened.
The name struck him like a memory he had never lived.
"The scientist?"
Silence.
Then the voice replied:
"Yes."
And Oliver realized...
he had not travelled into the past.
He had travelled somewhere else.

The first light went out at 12:01 a.m.
Nobody noticed.
It was a streetlamp on a quiet road three blocks from the laboratory.
It flickered once.
Went dark.
Then returned.
A man walking beneath it looked up.
He frowned.
Then continued walking.
A few seconds later, another light flickered.
Then another.
Across the city, small failures began appearing without pattern.
A sign outside a restaurant went black.
The lights inside a grocery store dimmed.
A traffic signal blinked twice.
Then returned to normal.
At the hospital, one corridor briefly disappeared into darkness.
A nurse looked toward the ceiling.
"Power?"
The lights came back.
She continued walking.
Nobody knew that beneath the city, something had begun consuming power at a rate Morke had never experienced.
Inside the laboratory, Andrew stood before the control panel.
The machine was awake.
Its entire structure vibrated.
The sound was no longer a hum.
It was a deep, continuous pressure.
Something that could be felt more than heard.
Andrew looked at the readings.
"Fuel flow is increasing."
A scientist beside him checked the secondary display.
"Power draw is climbing."
"How fast?"
"Too fast."
Andrew looked toward the chamber.
Oliver stood inside.
He was motionless.
The lights around him pulsed.
"Hold the output."
"We can't."
Andrew turned.
"What?"
"The system isn't holding."
The scientist pointed toward the screen.
"It's drawing whatever it can."
Andrew's eyes widened.
"How much?"
"Everything the system can give it."
The laboratory lights flickered.
Once.
Twice.
Then every light in the room went dark.
For two seconds, there was nothing.
Then the emergency lights came on.
Andrew looked through the glass.
Oliver was still there.
Barely visible.
The machine had become a silhouette around him.
"Oliver!"
Oliver looked toward the observation room.
Andrew pressed the intercom.
"Can you hear me?"
Oliver nodded.
His voice came through distorted.
"Yes."
"How do you feel?"
Oliver looked down at himself.
"Fine."
Then he looked up.
"The lights."
Andrew glanced toward the window.
Outside...
Morke had begun to flicker.
Not one building.
Not one street.
The entire city.
Apartment blocks blinked in sequence.
Entire floors disappeared.
Then returned.
Streetlights went dark and came back.
Traffic signals shut off.
Storefronts vanished into blackness.
Hospital windows went dark.
Then illuminated again.
From above, the city would have looked as though someone were repeatedly closing and opening its eyes.
Andrew stared.
"My God."
The scientist beside him whispered,
"It's pulling from the entire grid."
Andrew turned.
"Shut it down."
"We can't."
"Why?"
"The machine has locked the power sequence."
"Override it."
"I'm trying."
The scientist's fingers flew across the controls.
Nothing happened.
Andrew looked toward Oliver.
"Oliver!"
Oliver turned.
"Get out!"
Oliver shook his head.
"I can't."
"Get out of the chamber!"
"I can't!"
Andrew moved toward the emergency controls.
The machine's vibration intensified.
The floor trembled.
A glass panel cracked.
Then another.
Andrew grabbed the console.
"Kill the power!"
"We can't!"
"Then cut the fuel!"
"We already tried!"
"Try again!"
The scientist did.
Nothing.
The machine continued feeding.
The city outside flickered again.
This time, darkness swept across Morke like a wave.
One building.
Then another.
Then an entire district.
For a fraction of a second, the city disappeared.
Every light.
Every street.
Every window.
Everything.
Black.
Then—
LIGHT.
Morke returned.
But the lights were unstable now.
They flickered rapidly.
Street after street.
Building after building.
The hospital lost power.
Emergency generators started.
Traffic lights failed.
Cars stopped.
People stepped into streets.
Phones lit up in thousands of hands.
"What is happening?"
"Power outage?"
"Is there a problem with the grid?"
Nobody had an answer.
At a restaurant, people stood near the windows.
At a hospital, doctors continued working beneath emergency lights.
At a police station, officers looked outside.
At a school dormitory, students gathered in hallways.
Across the city, everyone experienced the same strange sensation.
For a moment...
Morke felt as though it had stopped.
Then the lights returned.
Inside the laboratory, Andrew watched the machine climb toward maximum output.
"Seventy percent."
The scientist stared at the screen.
"Seventy-eight."
"Keep monitoring."
"Eighty-five."
The machine screamed.
Oliver closed his eyes.
He could feel something moving through him.
Not pain.
Pressure.
As though every second of his life was being compressed into one instant.
Memories flashed.
Grace.
Her smile.
Her voice.
The hospital.
The empty room.
His daughter's face.
Andrew.
His father.
Morke.
Everything appeared at once.
Oliver opened his eyes.
"I'm ready."
Andrew shook his head.
"No."
"Andrew."
"Don't."
Oliver looked at him.
"I have to."
"You don't know where you'll end up."
"I know where I'm going."
"You don't."
Oliver smiled faintly.
"I'll find her."
The machine reached ninety percent.
The city went dark again.
This time...
for five seconds.
Five seconds of complete darkness.
Then the power returned.
Every light in Morke came back simultaneously.
The laboratory became blindingly bright.
Andrew shielded his eyes.
"What's happening?"
The scientist looked at the readings.
"Maximum power."
Andrew stared.
"How much?"
The scientist couldn't answer.
"Tell me."
"All of it."
"What does that mean?"
The scientist looked at him.
"The machine isn't using the grid anymore."
Andrew's face changed.
"Then what is it using?"
The scientist stared at the readings.
"I don't know."
The machine began to glow.
Not from the lights.
From within.
A deep white energy moved through its frame.
The air inside the chamber distorted.
Oliver disappeared for a fraction of a second.
Then returned.
Andrew froze.
"Oliver?"
Oliver looked at his own hands.
They seemed transparent.
He could see the machinery behind them.
Then they returned to normal.
"Andrew..."
"I saw it."
Oliver looked at him.
"What?"
"You disappeared."
Oliver stared at the machine.
The distortion expanded.
The walls seemed to stretch away.
The ceiling became impossibly high.
The laboratory lights bent toward the chamber.
The sound disappeared.
For one moment, the entire laboratory became completely silent.
Andrew couldn't hear the machine.
Couldn't hear the scientists.
Couldn't hear his own breathing.
Oliver looked at him.
Andrew looked back.
Neither man spoke.
Then—
BOOM.
The machine released everything.
The laboratory exploded with light.
Andrew was thrown backward.
The scientists fell to the floor.
Glass shattered.
Metal screamed.
A wave of energy tore through the room.
The city outside reacted instantly.
Every light in Morke went out.
Not flickered.
Not dimmed.
Out.
The entire city disappeared.
For one impossible second...
Morke was completely black.
Then a single pulse of white light erupted from the laboratory.
It spread across the city.
Through streets.
Across buildings.
Over rooftops.
Across the river.
For an instant, every window in Morke illuminated simultaneously.
Then—
silence.
Andrew opened his eyes.
He was lying on the floor.
Smoke drifted through the laboratory.
The emergency lights were blinking.
A piece of glass fell beside him.
He slowly pushed himself up.
"Oliver?"
No answer.
Andrew looked toward the chamber.
The machine stood there.
Damaged.
Smoking.
Silent.
The chamber was empty.
Andrew stared.
"No."
He stumbled toward it.
"Oliver?"
Nothing.
He opened the chamber door.
Empty.
No body.
No trace.
No explanation.
Only the faint smell of burnt metal.
Andrew looked around the laboratory.
The scientists were slowly getting back onto their feet.
Nobody spoke.
Andrew stared at the empty chamber.
He touched the metal.
It was still warm.
"Where did you go?"
Nothing answered.
Outside, Morke's lights began returning one by one.
Streetlights.
Apartments.
Hospitals.
Storefronts.
Traffic signals.
The city slowly came back to life.
People stepped out of buildings.
Cars restarted.
Phones regained signal.
Morke breathed again.
But somewhere beyond that city...
Oliver was gone.
Andrew remained before the machine.
He looked at the empty chamber.
He had spent twenty-four hours preparing for the moment Oliver would leave.
He had imagined fear.
He had imagined failure.
He had imagined having to pull Oliver back.
He had never imagined this.
There was no countdown.
No signal.
No destination.
No proof that Oliver had survived.
Only an empty chamber.
Andrew whispered his name again.
"Oliver."
The machine gave no answer.
And for the first time since they had begun building it...
Andrew was completely alone.

The impossible journey
At first, Oliver thought it was working.
There was no pain.
No sensation of falling.
No sound.
Only movement.
He couldn't see the machine anymore, but he could still feel something pulling him forward.
Or backward.
He wasn't sure.
His body felt weightless.
He opened his eyes.
Light surrounded him.
Not one light.
Thousands.
Millions.
Thin strands of white, gold, blue and violet stretched endlessly into the distance.
They moved past him at impossible speed.
Oliver looked behind.
There was no laboratory.
No chamber.
No Morke.
Only light.
He turned forward.
The strands continued.
"This is it."
His voice sounded strange.
Distorted.
As though someone else had spoken the words several seconds after he had.
He smiled.
It was working.
He had done it.
He was travelling through time.
He tried to move his hand.
His arm moved.
Slowly.
Then suddenly.
Then too quickly.
For a moment, his hand appeared several feet away from him.
Oliver stared.
It snapped back.
He stopped breathing.
"What..."
The word stretched.
"What..."
Then another version of the word appeared.
"...what..."
Then another.
"...what..."
His own voice surrounded him.
He turned.
There was nothing.
He looked forward again.
The light changed.
A building appeared.
Morke.
Oliver recognized it immediately.
A street he knew.
A café.
People walking outside.
He smiled.
"Grace."
He moved toward it.
The moment his hand touched the image—
it disappeared.
Another scene replaced it.
The same street.
Different buildings.
Different cars.
Different people.
The sky was darker.
Then brighter.
Then dark again.
Oliver watched in disbelief.
The city was changing around him.
Not moving.
Changing.
A building rose from the ground.
Brick by brick.
Then suddenly became old.
Cracks spread across its walls.
Windows shattered.
The building collapsed.
Then—
it was new again.
Oliver stared.
The entire process happened backward.
Then forward.
Then backward again.
He realized he wasn't watching history.
He was passing through it.
A sound reached him.
Laughter.
Children.
Oliver turned.
A group of children appeared beside him.
They ran through the street.
One boy kicked a ball.
It rolled toward Oliver.
He instinctively reached for it.
His hand passed through the ball.
The boy continued running.
Oliver turned.
The children were suddenly old.
Then gone.
The street became empty.
Oliver swallowed.
He continued moving.
Or perhaps time continued moving through him.
He couldn't tell anymore.
Rain appeared.
Drops fell around him.
Oliver raised his hand.
A drop struck his palm.
Then stopped.
The water hung in the air.
Thousands of droplets surrounded him.
He watched them.
Then they began moving upward.
Rain returned to the clouds.
Cars moved backward.
People walked backward.
A broken window repaired itself.
A dead bird lifted from the ground.
Its feathers returned.
Its eyes opened.
It flew backward into the sky.
Oliver stared.
"This isn't possible."
His voice was swallowed by the space around him.
He looked toward Morke.
The city appeared again.
But now he could see several versions of it.
One directly in front of him.
Another behind it.
Another above.
Another beneath.
Morke in daylight.
Morke in rain.
Morke at night.
Morke covered in snow.
Morke burning.
Morke untouched.
Morke before he knew it.
Morke after everything he had done.
All of them existed simultaneously.
Oliver's breathing became faster.
"Which one?"
He turned.
"Which one is real?"
No answer.
He moved forward.
The versions of Morke began overlapping.
Buildings passed through buildings.
People walked through walls.
Cars appeared inside houses.
Streetlights grew from the ground and disappeared again.
A train moved through the middle of a street.
Then vanished.
A woman appeared.
Oliver recognized her.
Grace.
His heart stopped.
"Grace!"
He rushed toward her.
She looked at him.
For one beautiful second, she was exactly as he remembered.
Alive.
Confused.
Beautiful.
Oliver reached for her.
His fingers touched her hand.
Cold.
Then warm.
Then nothing.
She shattered into fragments of light.
Oliver recoiled.
"No."
The fragments scattered around him.
Each fragment showed a different Grace.
Grace laughing.
Grace crying.
Grace walking.
Grace sleeping.
Grace looking at him.
Grace dying.
Oliver closed his eyes.
"No."
He opened them.
She was gone.
The light around him accelerated.
He was moving faster.
Much faster.
The strands became streaks.
Then lines.
Then nothing but white.
Oliver tried to breathe.
His chest tightened.
He couldn't tell which direction he was facing.
There was no up.
No down.
No forward.
No backward.
He tried to move his legs.
They moved.
But there was nothing beneath them.
He looked down.
His body was disappearing.
Not completely.
Pieces.
His fingers flickered.
His arm vanished.
Returned.
Vanished again.
Oliver screamed.
"Andrew!"
His voice travelled away from him.
He heard it return.
"Andrew..."
Then another voice.
"Andrew..."
Then another.
"Andrew..."
He realized he was hearing echoes of himself from different moments.
The sound became unbearable.
He covered his ears.
It didn't help.
The voices weren't outside.
They were inside his mind.
He heard himself laughing.
Crying.
Begging.
Screaming.
He heard Grace saying his name.
He heard his daughter laughing.
He heard Andrew telling him to wait.
He heard himself saying:
I'm going to take her with me.
I'll come right back.
Nothing is going to go wrong.
The words repeated.
Again.
Again.
Again.
Oliver opened his eyes.
The light had disappeared.
He was floating through darkness.
Then something enormous moved beside him.
He turned.
A city.
Morke.
But impossibly large.
Its streets stretched across darkness like veins.
He saw millions of moments occurring simultaneously.
A child being born.
A man dying.
A building being constructed.
Another collapsing.
A couple meeting.
Another separating.
A war beginning.
A war ending.
A thousand lives.
A million choices.
Every moment existed.
Every moment was happening.
Oliver understood.
Time wasn't carrying him.
Time was everywhere.
He wasn't travelling through a road.
He was passing through an ocean that had no surface.
And humans had never been meant to enter it.
Something moved beneath him.
Oliver looked down.
There was no bottom.
Something moved again.
He couldn't see it.
But he felt it.
Watching.
Waiting.
He turned away.
The darkness began swallowing the remaining fragments of light.
One by one.
The city disappeared.
The people disappeared.
The sounds disappeared.
Grace disappeared.
Even his own memories began fading.
Oliver panicked.
"No."
He reached for them.
He tried to remember her face.
It blurred.
He tried again.
Grace.
Her eyes.
Her smile.
Her voice.
He held onto them.
"Grace."
The name was all he had.
Then—
silence.
Absolute silence.
Oliver couldn't hear his breathing.
Couldn't hear his heartbeat.
He couldn't even feel his body.
He tried moving.
Nothing.
He opened his eyes.
There was no difference between open and closed.
He couldn't see.
He couldn't hear.
He couldn't feel.
He couldn't understand where he was.
Then he realized something.
He wasn't standing.
He wasn't floating.
He was falling.
Slowly at first.
Then faster.
There was no ground.
No sky.
No direction.
Yet he was falling.
His stomach twisted.
He tried to scream.
No sound came.
He fell faster.
Darkness rushed past him.
But even darkness had no shape.
Oliver stretched his hands forward.
He couldn't see them.
He couldn't feel them.
He didn't know whether they were still attached to him.
He tried to remember Andrew.
Nothing.
Grace.
Nothing.
His daughter.
A flicker.
He grabbed onto it.
A little girl laughing.
A bicycle.
A road.
Sunlight.
He held the memory tightly.
Then another memory appeared.
The machine.
The laboratory.
Andrew.
The promise.
I'm going to survive.
Oliver's eyes opened.
He could see something.
Far below.
A tiny point of light.
He fell toward it.
It grew.
Brighter.
Larger.
Closer.
Oliver tried to reach it.
His body suddenly returned.
He felt his hands.
His chest.
His heartbeat.
Air.
He inhaled violently.
The first breath hurt.
He screamed.
Sound returned all at once.
He was falling.
Really falling.
His body twisted through darkness.
Oliver looked down.
There was no sky.
No stars.
No ground.
Only an endless black space.
He tried to orient himself.
Nothing.
He was falling toward something.
Or away from something.
He didn't know.
Then—
a voice.
Deep.
Calm.
Almost amused.
It came from everywhere.
"Finally."
Oliver froze.
The voice continued.
"Someone has come here."
Oliver tried to speak.
His throat burned.
"Who..."
The darkness answered.
Oliver swallowed.
"Who are you?"
A pause.
Then:
"I am Vincent Kaine."
Oliver's eyes widened.
The name meant something.
A scientist.
A blueprint.
A machine.
A man who had disappeared.
Oliver's voice trembled.
"The scientist?"
The darkness remained silent.
Then the voice came again.
"Yes."
Oliver continued falling.
And somewhere beneath him...
something opened its eyes.

"Finally... someone has come here."
There was nothing.
Oliver could not remember when the falling had stopped.
Perhaps it hadn't.
Perhaps he was still falling.
He simply couldn't feel it anymore.
He opened his eyes.
Nothing changed.
Blackness.
Not darkness.
Darkness implied there was something around him that light could not reach.
This was different.
There was no space.
No distance.
No surface.
No horizon.
Nothing.
Oliver tried to move his hand.
He couldn't see it.
He tried moving his legs.
Nothing.
He couldn't tell whether they were there.
He couldn't tell whether he was standing, lying down, floating, or falling.
He tried to breathe.
He inhaled.
Air entered his lungs.
That frightened him more than anything else.
If there was air, there had to be somewhere.
Didn't there?
He exhaled.
The sound didn't exist.
Oliver raised his voice.
"Andrew?"
Nothing.
He waited.
No echo.
He shouted again.
"Andrew!"
Silence.
He tried another name.
"Grace?"
Nothing.
Oliver closed his eyes.
Then opened them again.
It made no difference.
He couldn't even tell whether his eyes were open.
Panic began slowly.
Not like a scream.
Like water filling a room.
He tried to remember the laboratory.
The machine.
Andrew standing behind the glass.
The lights.
Morke.
He held onto the memories.
They were proof that he had existed somewhere.
That he had been somewhere.
That he had a reason to be here.
He whispered,
"I'm coming back."
His own voice sounded unfamiliar.
He tried again.
"I'm coming back."
This time there was something strange about it.
The words seemed to disappear before they finished.
Oliver frowned.
"Where am I?"
Nothing.
He turned.
Or thought he turned.
There was no direction.
He reached forward.
His hand encountered nothing.
He reached backward.
Nothing.
Above.
Nothing.
Below.
Nothing.
He suddenly understood why the silence frightened him.
There was no world here.
No indication that the universe continued beyond him.
No stars.
No gravity.
No wind.
No temperature.
No sound.
No time.
He looked down.
Nothing.
He looked up.
Nothing.
For the first time since entering the machine, Oliver wondered whether he had actually travelled through time...
or whether he had simply ceased to exist.
His breathing became faster.
"No."
He forced himself to calm down.
"The machine worked."
He remembered the readings.
The energy.
The chamber.
Andrew.
The flash.
He remembered falling.
So he was alive.
He had to be.
He touched his chest.
His hand found something.
His body.
His heartbeat.
Fast.
Real.
He pressed harder.
"I'm alive."
A pause.
"I'm alive."
He repeated it.
"I'm alive."
Then something changed.
Not in front of him.
Not behind him.
Everywhere.
The nothingness seemed to become aware of him.
Oliver froze.
He couldn't explain it.
There was no movement.
No sound.
But he felt watched.
He turned.
Nothing.
He looked behind him.
Nothing.
He looked upward.
Nothing.
Then—
Oliver watched the machine activate.
Again.
He blinked.
The same scene happened again.
Andrew.
The chamber.
The light.
Oliver entering.
Again.
Again.
Again.
Oliver stepped backward.
"No..."
The scene repeated.
He turned.
Behind him was the same scene.
In front of him was the same scene.
He looked left.
The same scene.
Right.
The same scene.
Everywhere he looked—
himself.
Entering the machine.
Again.
And again.
And again.
Oliver's breathing became frantic.
He finally understood.
Time wasn't carrying him forward.
It wasn't carrying him backward.
It was returning him.
The beginning became the ending.
The ending became the beginning.
Every second folded into the next.
Round.
And round.
And round.
Until there was no first moment.
No last moment.
Only the loop.
Oliver looked at the countless versions of himself.
Oliver stared at the endless copies of himself.
Each one stepped into the machine. Each one disappeared. Each one returned to the same point and began again.
The pattern had no edge.
He tried to speak and only managed a breath.
“…no.”
The word barely left him.
He looked for an end. There wasn’t one.
His voice came smaller the second time.
“Am I… going to stay here?”
Silence answered.
He closed his eyes. When he opened them the same scene was still waiting.
A long, thin sound escaped him — not quite a sob, not quite a laugh.
He whispered the only name that still meant anything.
“Grace…”
It was almost nothing. A cracked, unfinished sound.
Then, quieter still, as if speaking to someone who could no longer hear him:
“I’m still… coming.”
The loop continued without reply.
















EPILOGUE - 1
Morke — Afternoon
Morke in the afternoon did not look like a frightening city.
That was what made it frightening.
At twelve, the sun stood almost directly above the island, bleaching the white buildings until they seemed too bright to be real. The sea surrounding Morke glittered beneath the heat, and the harbor was crowded with boats returning from the morning routes.
The streets were alive.
Buses passed every few minutes.
Shopkeepers stood outside their stores.
Children ran through narrow lanes with ice creams melting down their hands.
Restaurants opened their doors to the afternoon crowd.
The smell of fried food, salt, petrol and warm concrete hung over the city.
Everything was ordinary.
Almost painfully ordinary.
But Morke had a strange way of making ordinary things feel watched.
There were clocks everywhere.
Above pharmacies.
Outside banks.
On railway platforms.
Mounted on government buildings.
Small digital clocks above shop entrances.
Old mechanical clocks inside cafés.
Even the harbor had one enormous clock facing the sea.
They all showed the same time.
Always.
No one in Morke seemed to notice them anymore.
The city had become accustomed to being measured.
At the center of Morke stood the old municipal tower.
Its clock had stopped years ago.
2:17.
Nobody repaired it.
Nobody explained why.
People simply walked beneath it.
Every afternoon, when the sun reached its highest point, the shadow of the tower fell across the main road.
For a few minutes, the entire street became strangely dark.
People continued walking through it.
But sometimes, if you stood there long enough, you could notice something.
The shadows didn't always move with the people.
A man would cross the road.
His shadow would follow.
A woman would turn.
Her shadow would turn.
Then, for one brief second—
another shadow would remain behind.
Standing perfectly still.
Waiting.
And when you looked again...
it was gone.

The afternoon wind came from the sea.
It carried voices with it.
Not words.
Not exactly.
Just fragments.
A laugh.
A whisper.
Someone calling a name.
A child's voice saying something too quietly to understand.
The people of Morke rarely reacted.
They had heard those sounds all their lives.
Visitors always did.
They would stop in the middle of the street.
Look toward the water.
Ask:
"Did you hear that?"
The locals would look at them.
Then continue walking.
Because Morke had another rule that nobody had written down.
If you hear something calling your name, don't answer.

At one o'clock, the city became louder.
At two, it became strangely quieter.
Not because people disappeared.
Because everyone seemed to move indoors.
Restaurants remained open, but their windows were half-closed.
Shopkeepers pulled their shutters halfway down.
Children were called home.
Even the harbor workers avoided the eastern pier.
No announcement told them to.
No police officer ordered them.
They simply knew.
The eastern pier was where the water became unnaturally still.
Even on windy afternoons.
Boats passing nearby would leave trails across the surface.
But around the pier...
nothing.
The water looked like glass.
Sometimes people said they could see buildings beneath it.
Buildings that didn't exist.
A street.
A railway station.
A house with a red door.
Once, a fisherman swore he saw his own childhood home beneath the water.
He never went fishing again.
Nobody laughed at him.

By three o'clock, sunlight began turning golden.
Morke became beautiful.
That was perhaps the cruelest part.
The old buildings glowed.
Laundry moved gently above the streets.
The sea turned orange.
Birds circled the harbor.
Couples sat along the promenade.
The city looked like a postcard.
And somewhere inside that beauty...
someone was always missing.
A chair remained empty in a restaurant.
A bicycle stood locked against a wall.
A cup of coffee went cold beside a window.
A shopkeeper kept a photograph beneath his counter.
A mother looked at the road every afternoon.
Waiting.
Waiting.
Waiting.
Morke never seemed to forget its missing people.
It simply learned how to continue without them.

At exactly 3:17 every afternoon, the city clocks behaved strangely.
Not all of them.
Just some.
A clock would lose one minute.
Another would gain three.
A watch would stop.
A phone would display the wrong date.
Then, after exactly sixty seconds...
everything returned to normal.
Most people blamed faulty batteries.
Old wiring.
Cheap watches.
Electrical interference from the harbor.
Morke had explanations for everything.
Except the things that mattered.















EPILOGUE 2

Natural laws were not rules created by mankind.
They were older than planets, older than stars, older than time itself.
Every world existed because those laws allowed it to exist. Gravity. Causality. Entropy. Time. Birth and death. Everything moved within boundaries no living thing had written.
And those boundaries could not be broken without consequence.
There were beings who watched from beyond the worlds—the Watchers.
They did not rule planets.
They did not judge civilizations.
They simply observed the laws.
And when a planet violated them enough times, the Watchers executed the correction.
The distance did not matter.
A million light-years meant nothing to them.
Somewhere beyond the visible universe, an enormous axe could fall.
Its blade might begin its descent millions of light-years away.
Yet within days, it could reach the offending world.
No army could stop it.
No god could negotiate with it.
No civilization could hide.
The axe did not travel through space as humans understood travel.
It obeyed a different law.
And when it arrived, the planet was executed.
Time travel was therefore not merely impossible.
It was illegal to nature itself.
To move backward through time was to tear through causality.
To enter a moment that had already happened was to place something where it did not belong.
And somewhere beyond the stars...
the Watchers would notice.
They always noticed.
And once they did—
they began to come.
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