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Chapter 1 — The Silence Between Words
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The smell of bacon filled the kitchen before the sun had fully claimed the morning. It lingered in the air, thick and comforting, wrapping itself around the quiet house like something alive.

Clara Garden stood by the stove, flipping eggs with practiced ease, her movements precise, controlled — the kind of control that came from years of closing deals, reading people, never letting uncertainty show.

Behind her, at the small wooden table, James Garden stared into nothing.

His coffee had gone cold.

He hadn’t touched it.

“James,” Clara said gently, without turning. “You should eat while it’s still warm.”

No response.

She slid the eggs onto a plate, added the bacon, and placed it in front of him. For a moment, she watched him — really watched him — searching for the man the world once admired. The man who had stood under bright lights, holding his award, smiling like he understood something no one else did.

Now, he just looked... empty.

“I have a showing at eleven,” she continued, sitting across from him with her own plate. “Big property. Lisbon outskirts. If it goes through, it could be my best sale this year.”

James blinked, as if her words had to travel a great distance to reach him.

“That’s... good,” he murmured.

Clara forced a small smile. “It is. It really is.”

Silence settled between them again, heavy and familiar.

James picked up his fork, cut into the eggs, but didn’t eat. Instead, his eyes drifted to the window. The trees outside were still, unmoving — like a painting.

Like something waiting.

“I had a dream last night,” he said suddenly.

Clara leaned forward, hopeful. “A good one?”

He hesitated.

“I don’t think so.”

Something in his tone made her chest tighten.

“What was it about?”

James frowned, as if trying to recall something just out of reach.

“A girl,” he said slowly. “Running. Through the woods, I think. She was... scared.”

Clara nodded, encouraging. “That sounds like something you could use. Maybe it’s a start.”

He shook his head.

“No. It didn’t feel like a story.”

He finally looked at her, and there was something in his eyes she hadn’t seen before — not writer’s block, not frustration.

Something darker.

“It felt real.”

A faint breeze rattled the kitchen window. Clara glanced toward it instinctively, then back at him.

“You’ve had intense dreams before,” she said carefully. “It doesn’t mean anything.”

James said nothing.

On the table between them, his untouched breakfast began to cool.

And somewhere deep in his mind, the girl kept running.

James waited until the sound of Clara’s car faded down the road before he moved.

The house felt different without her. Larger. Hollow.

He stood in the kitchen for a while, staring at the untouched plate, before finally pushing it aside. The silence pressed in on him again — thick, almost suffocating.

“I need air,” he muttered to himself.

The supermarket was too bright.

Fluorescent lights buzzed overhead, casting everything in a pale, artificial glow. People moved through the aisles with quiet purpose — carts rolling, packages shifting, the low murmur of ordinary life.

James walked slowly, almost drifting, his hand resting lightly on the cart as if he needed it to stay grounded.

Milk. Bread. Coffee.

Normal things.

Real things.

He turned into the next aisle — and stopped.

“James?”

The voice hit him like something from another life.

He looked up.

“Jeremiah?”

Standing a few feet away, holding a shopping basket, was a man he hadn’t seen in over a year. Jeremiah Cole looked mostly the same — tall, slightly unshaven, with that easy, familiar half-smile. But there was something else now. Something tighter behind the eyes.

“I thought that was you,” Jeremiah said, stepping closer. “Man... it’s been a while.”

James nodded slowly. “Yeah. It has.”

They shook hands — a firm grip, but not quite as natural as it used to be.

“How’ve you been?” Jeremiah asked.

James gave a short, dry laugh. “You know... writing the next masterpiece.”

Jeremiah smirked. “Of course. No pressure, right?”

“No pressure,” James repeated, though his voice lacked conviction.

They stood there for a moment, the noise of the supermarket filling the space between their words.

“You still in town?” James asked.

“Yeah,” Jeremiah said. “Came back a few months ago. Needed a change.”

“From what?”

Jeremiah hesitated — just for a second.

“Life,” he said simply.

James nodded, though the answer felt incomplete.

His eyes drifted down to Jeremiah’s basket.

Bread. Canned food. Batteries.

And then—

A box. Sleek. Black. Expensive-looking.

James frowned slightly. “You into birdwatching now?”

Jeremiah followed his gaze, then let out a quiet chuckle.

“Something like that.”

He picked up the box, tapping it lightly. “Top-of-the-line binoculars. Figured I’d treat myself.”

James tilted his head. “Those don’t look cheap.”

“They’re not.”

There was a pause.

Too long.

“For watching birds?” James asked, a hint of curiosity — or something sharper — slipping into his voice.

Jeremiah smiled again, but this time it didn’t quite reach his eyes.

“Let’s just say... I like to see things clearly.”

A strange feeling crept up James’s spine.

For a moment, the noise of the supermarket seemed to fade.

Fluorescent lights. White tiles. People passing by.

All of it distant.

He glanced back at the box. Then at Jeremiah.

“Right,” James said quietly.

Jeremiah shifted the basket in his hand. “We should catch up properly sometime. It’s been too long.”

“Yeah,” James replied. “It has.”

But as they stood there, something unspoken lingered between them — thin, invisible, but impossible to ignore.

Like a thread being pulled.

When James stepped outside, the daylight felt harsher than before.

He loaded his groceries into the car, but his mind wasn’t on the list anymore.

It was on Jeremiah.

On the smile that didn’t quite fit.

On the pause before his answers.

On the binoculars.

As James got into the driver’s seat, a thought surfaced — uninvited, unwelcome.

Sharp as a blade.

Watching what?

And for the briefest moment...

He thought of the girl in the woods.

Running.

Jeremiah adjusted his grip on the basket, glancing briefly toward the checkout lanes as if measuring time.

“Hey,” he said, almost casually. “You and Clara should come over sometime.”

James looked at him. “Come over?”

“Yeah. Dinner, drinks... like old times.” Jeremiah shrugged. “July would love to see you guys.”

The name landed softly, but it stirred something distant in James’s memory.

“July...” he repeated. “It’s been a while.”

“Too long,” Jeremiah said. “We’re in the city now. Apartment building — tenth floor. Good view.”

James hesitated. The idea of a dinner, of conversation, of pretending things were normal... it felt both comforting and exhausting.

“I don’t know,” he said. “Clara’s been busy with work, and I—”

“Come on,” Jeremiah interrupted, smiling. “Just one night. No pressure. You might even get inspired.”

James let out a faint breath through his nose. “That would be a miracle.”

Jeremiah pulled his phone from his pocket. “Call her.”

James raised an eyebrow. “Now?”

“Yeah. Before you overthink it.”

There was a beat.

Then, almost mechanically, James reached for his own phone.

Clara picked up on the third ring.

“Hey,” she said, her voice bright but focused — the sound of someone already in the middle of her day. “Everything okay?”

“Yeah,” James replied. “I ran into Jeremiah.”

A pause. Then—

“Jeremiah? Seriously?”

“Yeah. He invited us to dinner. Him and July. Tonight.”

Another pause — shorter this time.

“Oh, that’s actually nice,” Clara said. “We haven’t seen them in ages.”

James glanced at Jeremiah, who stood there watching him, unreadable.

“You’re okay with it?” James asked.

“Of course,” she said. “I can leave work a bit earlier. It’ll be good for you, James.”

Good for you.

The words lingered.

“Alright,” he said. “Tonight, then.”

“Perfect. Text me the address,” Clara replied. “And James?”

“Yeah?”

“Try to relax a little.”

The line went dead.

James lowered the phone slowly.

“She’s in,” he said.

Jeremiah’s smile returned — wider now.

“Great,” he replied. “You’ll like the place. Tenth floor. You can see the whole city from up there.”

Something in the way he said it made James uneasy.

Too deliberate.

Too... proud.

Jeremiah picked up the box with the binoculars again, tapping it lightly against his palm.

“Best view in the building,” he added.

James forced a small nod. “Looking forward to it.”

But as they parted ways, pushing their carts in opposite directions, the same thought crept back into his mind —

quiet, persistent—

Watching what?

The city looked different at night.

From the tenth floor, it stretched endlessly — a sea of lights flickering beneath a dark, silent sky. Cars moved like distant insects. Windows glowed like watchful eyes.
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