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Chapter 1 – The Shadow Beneath the Shadows


“Why, Mr. Lesson?” The inspector’s voice was like warm water running over cold stone— gentle, almost friendly, yet carrying the weary persistence of an old clock. It lacked the sharpness one might expect in a murder interrogation. Almost comforting. But comfort had no place here. The lamp above Charles’s head had been engineered to strip every trace of human warmth from the room, its light harsh, surgical, a narrow verdict descending without appeal. No shadows survived beneath it, only truth—or whatever scraps of it managed to live here. The stale smoke of countless earlier interrogations clung to the walls, laced with sweat and quiet dread. And over it all, there was that sound. Not a chime. A tick. Steady. Unceasing. Like the stubborn beat of a heart inside a body long abandoned by the soul. Charles Lesson did not blink. He met the inspector’s eyes directly. Tired, yes. But not spent. Empty, perhaps. But unbroken. A strange calm lived in his gaze—not cold, not resigned, but the composure of a man standing in a burning house, watching the flames curl, not because he took pleasure in the fire, but because he had known, for a long time, that it was coming. “So that you’ll finally see me.” Silence followed—thick enough to touch. No rustle of paper. No scratching pen. Even the officers behind the one-way glass seemed frozen. For a moment there was only the ticking, the lonely metronome of an orchestra that would never be invited to play. “Or did you think I’d never been here at all?” Something shifted in the inspector’s face. Not fear. Not outrage. Something smaller, subtler—recognition. Like finding an old photograph and suddenly remembering the name attached to it.


Months earlier, Charles Lesson had existed in people’s perception the way a shadow exists inside another shadow. A phantom among the living. Not disliked. Not strange. Not difficult. Simply neutral. Like the low hum of a refrigerator—always present, never noticed. At a company party, if you asked how long he’d been there, you might pause, frown, and admit, “Oh. Right. I think I have seen you before.” He worked in HR at a midsized IT company—too big for closeness, too small for anonymity. People might know his name, perhaps. But not his voice. Not his family. Not whether he smoked, or truly lived, or merely functioned. He was there, but never part of anything. At the summer party, he ate potato salad alone. At the Christmas party, he drank apple juice quietly. He always left before dessert. No one ever asked why.


His apartment was at the city’s edge, where streets ended in silent blocks of concrete and windows glowed in uniform patterns like a Morse code that had nothing left to say. Concrete. Glass. Automatic stairwell lights. No laughter. No voices. Only existence. Charles collected no friends. No memories. No sound. His life was clean, sterile, structured. But order is a blanket, and beneath blankets, mold grows. Something began to ferment inside him. It didn’t start like a storm, but like a hairline crack in a mirror. First thoughts. Then images. Then plans. Not born of hate. Not of rage. Born of absence. Absence of glances. Of meaning. Of existence. He didn’t feel invisible. He was invisible. And it wasn’t the world that had lost him—it was himself.


The first murder happened in February. Snow fell like ash, silent, ceremonial. The world seemed asleep, wrapped in cotton. Every sound was muted, as if even death were showing consideration. The victim was a retired lecturer. No scandal. No addictions. No quarrels. A man who arranged books and boiled water for tea. His apartment was tidy, not eerie—just empty. No struggle. No broken glass. No forced doors. Yet he sat dead in a chair, eyes open, fixed on the wall before him. On that wall, written in blood: You don’t see me, but I am here. The words weren’t scrawled, weren’t screamed. The handwriting was calm, elegant, almost solemn. On the windowsill sat an origami crane, perfectly folded. A silent greeting. A signature. The police didn’t know where to start. No link to the victim. No foreign DNA. No prints. Only a sentence. And a bird of paper. A symbol—but of what? That night Charles wrote one word in his notebook: Begun. He felt no rush. No euphoria. It was creation. Necessity. A counterproof to erasure. Each act wasn’t rage, but a chapter. Each crime scene—a stage. Each victim—a document of his existence. Charles was not a monster. He was an archivist. A curator of his own invisibility.


But something stirred behind him. Not the police—they were slow, deaf to silence, blind to symbols. Someone else saw. Nadine from accounting, who lingered too long near his desk, meeting him “by chance” too often at the copier? Mr. Krüger from the archives, whose unblinking eyes always seemed to know what Charles was searching for? Or someone older, a shadow from before he stopped being human? He didn’t know. Not yet. But he could feel it. The weight of unseen eyes at his back before you turn. Someone was there. Watching.


Back in the interrogation room, the inspector’s voice was no longer water but steel, thin and sharp. “Are you the curator?” Charles looked at him quietly. “Am I?” he asked. “Or was I only the one who pulled back the curtain?” A soft knock on the glass sliced the air. The inspector rose and left the room without a word, shoulders tight, carrying more than just the case. Charles remained, hands calm on the table. No trembling. No fidgeting. Only the tick of the clock. And then—barely—his mouth twitched into a half-smile. Not triumphant. Not sad. More like the first sentence of a confession. Or the last. Perhaps both. Perhaps neither. Perhaps the beginning of everything.









Chapter 2 – The Depth Beneath the Carpet


“Memory is not a mirror. It is a lake. And beneath the smooth surface lies everything we never wanted to show.” —Charles Lesson, Notebook, January 13.


A sound. Soft. Barely there. It came from the ceiling, or perhaps the wall. Charles sat upright in bed, as still as a student before the first question. The clock on the nightstand read 03:11. He had not truly slept. He wasn’t sure he ever did. The silence draped over the world at this hour was not the same silence that lived in the daylight. Night silence was heavier, denser, the kind that made every small movement feel like a crime. He listened. The refrigerator hummed. The thermostat clicked softly. And then—there it was again. A tapping. Not regular. Not easy to place. Perhaps a pipe. Perhaps a neighbor. Perhaps nothing at all. He pushed the blanket from his legs and lowered his bare feet to the cold floor. The carpet beneath his toes was gray, coarse, thin—a clearance-store purchase from four years ago. Practical. Emotionless. Like his life.


By day, Charles was normal. He greeted colleagues when greeted. He wore shirts no one remembered. He typed résumés into databases, sorted job applications, processed sick notes. The coffee machine knew him by heart—not because he was remarkable, but because he always did the same thing at the same time. 09:15: Office. 09:17: Coffee. 09:23: Screen. 12:00: Lunch—alone, in the canteen. Tray after tray, no conversation. 17:01: Jacket, door, bus. 18:03: Apartment. Silence. Light. His life was a diagram made entirely of repetition. What no one suspected was that he recorded it. Every day. Every timestamp. Every deviation. Every fleeting encounter. All in a small black notebook he never opened at work. He kept it hidden beneath his mattress, next to the stack of origami paper.


Today, the man in the elevator had been there again. Tall. Bald. A backpack with frayed straps. Eyes that lingered too long. Charles had stood still, delaying the press of the button. The man said nothing. But his eyes did. They were like needles—not piercing, but pricking, steady, deliberate. Charles didn’t know him. And that was the problem. In these buildings, in these cities, you never really know anyone. You learn patterns, not people.


But Charles had begun to notice things others didn’t. It had started with the carpet. Not at the office. At home. A tiny dark spot in the otherwise perfect weave. At first he thought it was coffee—some small accident. But he never drank coffee on the floor. And the spot… moved. Not literally. But it seemed to grow, millimeter by millimeter, like a thought that refused to leave. One night, with his forehead nearly touching the floor, he thought he heard something beneath it. A scratching. A breath. Of course, there was nothing. Of course not. Only concrete. Only silence. But he knew better. Things lived there. Not animals. Not people. Thoughts. His thoughts.


It was that same night that he first felt truly seen. Not noticed—seen. He had been standing at the bus stop in a light drizzle. The city was a gray canvas of neon and dust. Beside him stood a woman with a red umbrella. Her hand trembled slightly. Or was it the wind? He was about to look away when she turned—and met his eyes. Her gaze was pale. Clear. Alarmingly clear. In it, there was no fear. No curiosity. Only knowledge. The shock wasn’t that she was looking at him. It was that, for a fraction of a second, he recognized himself in her eyes. In that moment, he was not Charles Lesson, HR officer. He was… someone else. Something else. Then the bus arrived. She did not get on. And he did not look back.


Two nights later, he wrote in his notebook: Invisibility is not a condition. It is an accusation. Next to it, he drew—not an origami figure, but a sketch: a human body made of puzzle pieces, with one piece missing. The face.


The second murder was different. A woman. Lived alone. Librarian. Fifty-four. Tidy. A living room lined with books, curtains drawn. No signs of struggle. She was seated in her reading chair. A book—Kafka—open on her lap. On the wall behind her: You turn my pages, but you never read me. The police began to imagine they saw a pattern. But they only ever saw the surface. The origami this time was a fish, placed neatly on the floor beneath the table. Black paper. Flawless folds. No prints. No DNA. No cameras catching him. But Charles knew someone understood the folding. Knew someone was now waiting.


Back in his apartment, the spot on the carpet was gone. In its place, on the pillow—a single hair. Light. Fine. Not his.


Back in the present, Charles sat in the interrogation room. Unmoved. Unchanged. But inside, he was elsewhere. The air was cool. No sound but the ticking clock. And then—he felt it. A second gaze. Not from the inspector. Not from the officers behind the glass. A gaze from somewhere deeper.









Chapter 3 – The Gaze Through the Glass


“A man never lies more completely than when he is silent.” —Entry from Inspector Riedler’s Diary, February 2.


The room behind the one-way mirror was smaller than the movies ever suggested. No sprawling surveillance center, no constant shuffle of officers coming and going. Just chairs, darkness, and a pane of glass that revealed more than it concealed. Inspector Riedler stood motionless, hands clasped behind his back. His face was composed, but behind that stillness, his mind was working in quiet, relentless motion. He had been watching Charles Lesson for over an hour.


The man barely moved. No trembling hands. No restless fingers. No shallow breath that might betray unease. Lesson looked like someone who understood that this was exactly where he belonged, like a man who controlled the moment despite being, on paper, in the weaker position. “He doesn’t say much,” murmured Detective Helbig from behind him, careful not to breathe too loudly. “And yet he says everything,” Riedler replied, voice low.


There was a certain kind of silence that always unsettled him, and this was one of those silences. Not the silence of a broken man, but the silence of a planner. Of a curator. The same word Lesson had once used for himself. “Do we have anything?” he asked. “Nothing that will hold,” Helbig said, flipping open a folder. “No DNA, no cameras, no witnesses. Just the statement of—” she checked the page—“a building janitor who thinks he saw Lesson in a hallway. Unconfirmed. Weeks ago.” Riedler asked about the origami. “Nothing. No fingerprints. The paper comes from a standard craft set sold in at least five stores across the city.” He nodded slowly. “He’s learned. Or maybe… he was never careless.” He stepped closer to the glass, peering through it as though looking into deep water.


A few weeks earlier, he had been neck-deep in another case—drugs, gang violence, too many nights without sleep. The first murder had been little more than a footnote on his desk. An older man, dead in his chair. No signs of a break-in. No real leads. What had caught Riedler’s attention was not the death, but the words written on the wall. Not their meaning, but the handwriting. Too controlled. Too deliberate. As if someone had spent years practicing how to turn an ordinary phrase into a visual knife. Then came the second body. Then the crane. Then the fish.
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