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Chapter 1: The Null Point
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Alex clenched their jaw, an instinctive response to the persistent, high-frequency sound in their left ear. As an architect, precision was the core of existence; any fault in the blueprint led to a fatal structural failure. But how could one correct a flaw that lay within the foundation of one’s own skull?

For the first four weeks, Alex had ignored it. It was stress. It was tinnitus. It was the product of six long months of reviewing the City Planning for the Great Southern Project. The sober diagnosis was: workload and sensory cortex overload.

Tonight, however, as Alex reviewed the final roof structure revisions at midnight, the tone shifted. The high-pitched whine descended, giving way to something like a distant, soft static—the white noise of an untuned radio. And then, the change: the noise organized itself.

“They aren’t listening,” it whispered.

Alex stiffened. The voice was soft, an intimate, barely audible vibration, and the most disturbing thing of all: it sounded exactly like Alex’s own quiet, contemplating voice. Not a foreign entity, but an internal dialogue that should never have existed.

Alex put the pen down. The rationalist ruled: hallucination. A mild stroke, perhaps. Alex took a deep breath, stood up, and looked out the window at the city's neon lights.

“Who isn't listening?” Alex thought, as a test.

The voice answered immediately: “Your father. He told you to put the keys in the yellow bowl. You were late.”

Alex’s heart constricted in their chest. The yellow bowl. The keys. It was a trivial, completely forgotten detail from early childhood, an incident Alex hadn't thought about for twenty years. An incident that could not possibly be an expression of stress or tinnitus.
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