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For Laura

«We often dream about people from whom we receive a letter by the next post. I have ascertained on several occasions that at the moment when the dream occurred the letter was already lying in the post-office of the addressee»

— Carl Jung, Synchronicity: An Acausal Connecting Principle
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Epilogue (shift 0, day 3)
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Matt spent the ten-hour flight locked in the bedroom at the back of Matsuo’s private jet. The room had come to feel suffocating the moment they took off. He lay on the bed, staring at the ceiling, his mind adrift in a haze of concern and exhaustion.

Thoughts of Claire came in waves.

He remembered that one time she crawled out of their bedroom on all fours, wearing nothing but panties and a tank top, her long straight blond hair spilling over her face like a curtain. Deep guttural growls rumbled in her throat. He glanced at her from his desk, smiled, and grabbed his phone. Switching to video mode, he applied a black-and-white filter and aimed it at her. Through the screen, her movements appeared disjointed, jerky, the scene worth the scariest horror movie. Her growls rose into higher-pitched rants as she scurried closer. Just a meter away, her head snapped upward, her hair parting to reveal bulging green eyes locked on the camera. Her ranting stopped. Claire and Matt froze for an instant before bursting into uncontrollable laughter. He dropped to his knees, phone forgotten, and wrapped her in a hug.

“Good morning, PÔT.” Their giggles filled the room.

Another memory followed, starkly different, pulling at him with a gravity he could not escape. He lay curled up on the couch in a fetal position, his tears soaking into Claire’s sweatpants. Her hand moved gently through his hair, his head resting on her thigh. His sobs wracked his body as he tried to speak, but the words came in fragments, tangled and disjointed: time, multiverse, communication. Each word was tinged with an unbearable sense of failure that clung to him like a second skin. It felt as though his life had been shattered. Every dream he had held, every picture of a future he had painted, all seemed stained and blackened. Love, hope, and purpose had turned to ashes, the world around him painted in hues of despair. And yet, even as he spiraled, Claire’s touch anchored him, her fingers a soothing balm against the storm inside him. Even when he felt like he was falling endlessly, she was there, grounding him in a way that no one and nothing else could.

The door creaked open, pulling Matt back to the present like a snap of cold air.

“We’re landing.” Rick stood solid as a mountain in the doorway.

No further words were needed. Matt understood it was time to move. He sat up slowly, he rubbed his face, trying to clear the fog clouding his thoughts, and followed Rick out of the room.

The main cabin of Matsuo’s jet was a masterpiece of minimalistic beauty. The walls, finished in a matte off-white texture resembling washi paper, were framed by polished dark wenge wood accents that brought understated elegance to the space. The floor was soft, its muted gray texture designed to mimic the tranquility of a Japanese garden path, absorbing every sound except the faint hum of the engines. The central area featured cream-colored leather seating, the clean lines of the chairs echoing the simplicity of tatami mats. Near the far end of the cabin, a built-in bar was stocked with rare Japanese whiskies, its minimalist structure blending perfectly into the decor. The space radiated a sense of serenity, enhanced by subdued lighting that revealed the thoughtful design without overwhelming it. The jet was more than a mean of transport, it was a sanctuary in motion, disciplined, subtle, utterly reflective of Matsuo’s control over every detail.

Dina sat next to Matsuo, her posture composed, while Matsuo leaned slightly back, his fingers resting on the armrests as though he owned not only the plane but the very air it traveled through. Across from them, Rick settled wordlessly into a seat. Matsuo’s eyes, sharp and unreadable, flicked toward Matt. Matt did not meet his gaze. His attention was pulled toward the window. He leaned forward until his forehead bumped softly against the oval glass.

Outside, the sun was sinking behind the mountains, casting a comforting amber glow over the landscape. It took a moment for his mind to catch up. The outline of the mountains against the dusking sun, its gleaming reflection on the surface of the lake below. His mountains. His lake. The realization hit like the jaws of a steel trap snapping at his chest, sharp and inescapable.

“Such a beautiful location.” Matsuo’s voice rose over the low hum of the engines vibrating through the cabin. The tone was calm and smooth, but Matt felt the edge beneath the words.

“Why here?” Matt wondered aloud, his voice barely audible.

Matsuo’s expression remained relaxed, but his eyes gleamed with the satisfaction of a predator closing in on its prey.

“I know this place holds significance for you.” Matsuo took a masterfully suspenseful pause. “And for Claire.”

Claire. Invisible strings tightened around Matt’s chest. He felt his pulse quicken, that familiar rise of panic building, but this time not for himself. Matsuo was always about control, leverage. And Claire was Matt’s weakness.

“How did you find her?” Matt swallowed, his throat dry.

“I believe you would do anything to protect her.” Matsuo’s head tilted slightly as he took another deliberate pause. “And I believe she might have something of particular value to me.”

“She doesn’t know anything.” Matt clenched his fists, unable to tear his eyes from the scene outside.

“Perhaps not knowingly.” A smirk almost escaped Matsuo’s lips. “But lovers share everything, don’t they?”

The words hit Matt like a slap, the implication twisting his gut. He straightened and turned to meet Matsuo’s gaze. Dina shifted in her seat, her eyes disclosing her discomfort. Across from her, Rick’s posture tensed, but his face remained impassive.

“Please, leave her out of this.” Matt’s voice dropped, his desperation barely concealed. “You don’t need her.”

“I’m not the one who involved her in the first place.” Matsuo’s eyes narrowed. “Of course I don’t need her. What I need is your compliance.”

With deliberate calm, Matsuo retrieved a thin laptop, its matte-black surface catching the subdued ambient lighting. He set it down with precision and opened it with a smooth motion, the screen flickering to life. Lines of code filled the display. Matt’s breath caught in his throat as his eyes locked onto the screen. He did not need to scan the code to recognize the algorithm, his algorithm, embodying the equation he alone had formulated to compute The Shift. A lifetime’s worth of work, now glowing on the screen before him. But the code was incomplete. It was not the final, functioning version. If he completed it, it would become a weapon in Matsuo’s hands.

“You know what I need from you.” Matsuo leaned forward slightly, his presence looming like a shadow impossibly cast by inexistent lights. “It doesn’t have to come to that. Just give me what I want, and she’ll never even know anything.”

Matt’s fists tightened until his nails bit into his palms. The weight of the choice pressed down on him like an anvil. Claire. He could stop this. It would take one brief instant of compliance. The betrayal of everything he stood for.

The cockpit intercom crackled, and a steady voice, oblivious to the tension gripping the cabin, politely invited everyone to prepare for landing.

Everyone but Matt instinctively moved to comply. He stood frozen, staring at the screen, the lines of code burning into his eyes. Even after Matsuo closed the laptop and stowed it away, Matt remained motionless, unblinking. Dina moved uneasily in her seat and glanced at Rick across from her. Her concern was unmistakable, and Rick responded without hesitation. He stood up, and his tattooed hands, mighty but gentle, reached out and gripped Matt’s arms. He guided Matt to his seat, easing him down with the care of a parent tending to a fragile child. Without a word, he fastened the belt around Matt’s waist, and, when he was done, he sat back in his seat, meeting Dina’s gaze. Her worry had not diminished, her eyes lingering on Matt, who stared blankly ahead, lost in the storm raging within him. The plane began its descent, the runway lights wavering below. Matt was about to walk into his own home, but this time he felt like an invader stalking familiar ground, his every step destined to inflict harm. He carried the storm with him. The weight of his choices coiled tight like a beast ready to strike. The world outside grew darker, and, somewhere beneath that darkness, Claire waited, completely unaware of the storm about to flood in.

—

[image: ]


Dina brought the Mercedes S-Class to a stop in front of the villa’s driveway gate and cut the ignition, her nose wrinkling. The absence of satisfying crackles from the exhaust of the diesel engine was frustrating. Her fingers hovered for a moment over the ignition button, her concern betrayed by the slight tremor in her hand. Rick swung his unbelievably nimble mass of muscles out of the front passenger seat and held the back passenger door open for Matsuo. On the other side of the car, Dina mirrored the gesture for Matt. Without a word, Matt walked toward the wicket gate and disabled the perimeter protection by pressing into the keypad the date of his first encounter with Claire. The numbers tugged at a thread deep in his memory.

That day, nearly ten years ago, he laid eyes on Claire for the first time. He had been invited to speak at a conference. As he stepped out of the crowded room, shaking congratulatory hands, there she was. Claire. Her smile lit up the dim conference hall, and her green eyes met his for just a moment. He fumbled his words. She laughed, and in that instant, he knew his life would never be the same.

The keypad beeped as the code was accepted, pulling Matt back to the present.

Rick stepped through the front door first. His imposing frame seemed to claim the space instinctively, his deliberate movements reflecting a practiced vigilance. After his gaze swept the room, he turned to Matt and nodded, as though Matt needed permission to step into his own home. Suppressing his irritation, Matt crossed the threshold, his unwelcome guests trailing behind. Matt held his breath as he moved cautiously through the familiar spaces. His and Claire’s spaces. His forearm brushed against the edge of the armchair, a classic design from the 1970s, wood and leather, with its separate footrest perfectly positioned in front of the vintage hi-fi system. Between them lay an obstacle course of CDs, vinyl records, cassettes, and MiniDiscs, amassed over years of shared passions. He adjusted his trajectory carefully, unwilling to disturb the precarious stacks. The soft glow of the interior lights illuminated the off-white couch where Claire always curled up with a book in one hand and a mug in the other, its fabric carrying the faint shadow of a tea stain from the night he had pranked her. The walls bore their history. A black-and-white selfie of them laughing under a streetlamp in Verona, a vibrant painting they had discovered in Dubai, still exuding a faint lacquered scent, Claire’s books, arranged on the shelves just the way she liked. Each item pulsed with memories, now laid bare to prying eyes. Everything felt exposed, violated. Ahead, the large glass wall revealed the pool outside, its surface glowing pale blue from the underwater lights. And there was Claire, reclined on the sun chair by the pool. She looked peaceful, too peaceful. Matt’s chest tightened. She had no idea what was about to happen. His mind whirled. Should he warn her? Turn back and run? The thoughts passed as quickly as they came. His feet felt leaden, his steps drawn forward by some unseen force, even as dread gnawed at his gut.

—

[image: ]


From Claire’s perspective, shadows moved inside the house. Her heart lurched, fear gripping her. At first, she thought it was just the play of light, but then she saw them. Figures moving, illuminated by the soft glow from within. Her body froze, her mind racing through a thousand questions, each one blurring into the next. A home invasion? How had they gotten past the alarms? Then she saw Matt. She squinted. She dashed from a reclining to a sitting position, her feet grounded on the sides of the sun chair, ready to spring into his arms. Was it really him? Her thoughts spiraled as she realized why the alarms had not gone off. She stood up, but her body immediately froze again. She stared as Matt stepped through the tall sliding window she had left ajar, crossing the threshold between distance and proximity. Inside had always meant safe intimacy, but now it felt remote, as though their home had become estranged. Who were those people with him? Watching Matt step from the parquet onto the grass with his shoes on felt wrong. He never wore shoes inside and loved to feel the grass soft under his bare feet. She wished him to speak, to explain. Her eyes shifted past Matt and landed on Matsuo Fujimoto, and she felt the hair on her arms standing on end. His face seemed to shift before her eyes, handsome, composed, yet, in the edge of her vision, it morphed into the monstrous character from the nightmare she had woken to that morning. The twisted, leprous face from her dream overlapped with Matsuo’s features, as though reality itself had split for a second. She shivered with the same fear the dream had left her with. Had it been no dream? Had it been an omen? Had the monstrous Japanese landlord from her nightmare been Matsuo all along? But the real-world Matsuo Fujimoto was elegant, strikingly composed, with an unsettling beauty that seemed to hide darkness beneath. Claire’s fingers dug into the fabric of her sweatpants, her pulse quickening as it became terrifyingly clear this was not a nightmare she could wake up from. Matsuo crossed the lawn toward the pool with eerie calm. Behind him trailed a hulking man. His suit, unmistakably tailored to fit his massive frame, only amplified the impression of contained power. Beside him walked a woman in a matching tailleur. Her darting gaze, sweeping the surroundings with slow precision, betrayed a flicker of discomfort, at least in Claire’s eyes. Matt walked with them, moving like in slow motion, as if each step cost him a fortune. Claire watched them approach, goosebumps forming on her forearms, though she wasn’t sure if it was the cool evening breeze. Matsuo stopped at the far edge of the pool, and the others halted a step behind, as if obeying an unspoken order. The world felt suddenly too quiet. Then Matsuo’s calm, measured voice broke through the silence.

“Apologies for the intrusion, Ms. Claire.” His tone was polite, but its edge made Claire’s skin crawl. “I had hoped to meet you under better circumstances.”

“What—” Claire’s eyes darted between Matt and the strangers violating their sanctuary, stepping closer. “What is this?”

Matt took a hesitant step forward.

“Claire, I—” His voice cracked. He swallowed hard.

Matsuo did not wait for the words in Matt’s throat to unstuck.

“The collaboration between Matt and myself over the years has been extremely valuable.” His gaze shifted to Matt with calculated precision. “But there are matters yet unresolved.” He turned back to Claire. “And I believe you may be able to help resolve them.”

“Me?” Claire’s voice was shaky. She glanced at Matt, searching for some kind of explanation, but his eyes were downcast, avoiding her gaze, as if the weight of what was happening was too much to face head-on.

“Yes, Ms. Claire.” Matsuo’s expression was unreadable. “You see, Matt and I have been at odds for a long time. His vision of opensource is idealistic, romantic, but tragically flawed. He believes this technology should belong to everyone, that it should be free and accessible. But in the real world, that’s not how things work.”

“You still don’t get it.” Matt’s fists clenched at his sides, his voice low but resolute. “Keeping it locked away in your hands is the real danger. It’s only safe if it’s open, if everyone can see it and protect it.”

“You call unleashing something like this to the world safe?” Matsuo’s eyes gleamed as he looked at Matt. “You’re handing over power with no control, no oversight. You think people will use it responsibly?”

Claire’s gaze darted between the two men. She knew the stakes, but hearing them laid out so plainly made her heart race. This was bigger than she had ever imagined.

“I believe people deserve the chance to decide for themselves.” Matt’s gaze was still lowered. “And I trust that the world can handle the responsibility.”

“That’s your weakness.” Matsuo stepped closer to Rick, eyes never leaving Matt. “You believe too much in people. And it’s going to get you killed.”

Without looking away from Matt, Matsuo lifted his hand toward Rick. The towering man hesitated, questioning the next move. His stoic expression faltered. Matsuo turned his head to meet his eyes. Without breaking their gaze, Rick reluctantly reached into his jacket, pulled the gun from its holster, and handed it to Matsuo, whose fingers curled around the grip as though it was always meant to be in his hand. The instant Rick drew his gun, Dina began to shift position, her steps hesitant. She walked along the pool’s edge toward Claire, head turning back and forth between Claire and the three men, like she was watching a tennis match. A deep crease marked her brow, uncertain about how the match would end. Rick quickly followed Dina, his imposing frame casting long shadows across the lawn. Claire’s eyes widened. She stood frozen, her fingers still gripping the fabric of her sweatpants, as Dina and Rick approached.

“If you kill me, you’ll never get what you want.” Matt raised his head, fists still clenching at his sides.

“You’re willing to die for this?” Matsuo’s expression remained composed, though a flicker of frustration crossed his eyes. The weight of the gun felt heavy in his hand.

Matt didn’t answer.

“If I kill Ms. Claire, here, maybe that will change your mind.” Matsuo’s tone sharpened as his cold gaze flicked to Claire.

Claire’s pulse raced, her breathing shallow.

“No, it won’t. If you kill her, you still get nothing.” Matt’s tone was barely above a whisper. His words did not reach Claire on the far side of the pool.

Matsuo’s demeanor cracked for an instant, a hint of concern flashing in his eyes still fixed on Claire. His gaze narrowed as he dissected every possible outcome. He had anticipated resistance. Matt had always been stubbornly clinging to his ideals. But this level of defiance was something else. Even for Claire, Matt would not break. Matsuo’s jaw tightened as realization settled into his expression. His gaze was still fixed on Claire, her trembling eyes now swollen with tears. He had counted on leveraging her to shatter Matt’s resolve. Instead, Matt had turned the moment into something else, something Matsuo could not control. A liability. The thought tugged at the edges of Matsuo’s composure. Control was everything. It was the very foundation of his power, of the empire he had built. And Matt, with his opensource idealism and defiant stance, had become a loose end. A dangerous one. If Matt lived, the code would eventually, inevitably find its way into someone else’s hands. No. Matt’s principles made him uncontainable. That was not just defiance, that was a threat. Matsuo inhaled deeply, the weight of the decision settling on him. His features flickered between disappointment and frustration. He had hoped to resolve this cleanly, to bend Matt to his will. But if Matt would not yield for Claire, there was no leverage left. Matsuo’s mind clicked into place like a lock sealing shut. Killing Matt was not just necessary, it was inevitable. And inevitability left no room for doubt.

“I see.” Any trace of concern gone from Matsuo’s face, his hand tightened around the gun. “Then we’ve reached the end of this negotiation.”

Claire’s fear spiked, her breath coming in gasps. Her limbs felt numb, her brain refusing to process what her eyes and ears were feeding her. Dina and Rick now flanked her like pillars she was chained to. Rick’s mere towering presence was enough to trap Claire where she stood. Dina’s gaze flickered with doubt, but the weight of Matsuo’s authority kept her in line. On the far side of the pool, so close yet painfully unreachable to Claire, Matsuo’s arm shot out, grabbing Matt by the shoulder, the force jarring him backward toward the water. Matt stumbled, catching himself as Matsuo yanked him, the gun already pointed at his temple. Matt’s breath hitched. His fists opened wide, fingers spreading in surrender.

“Kneel.” Matsuo kept his voice low.

Matt hesitated, the barrel pressing against his skin. Slowly, he began to sink, his eyes still locked on Matsuo, refusing to look away.

“No.” Matsuo’s command sliced the air, calmly. “Look at her.”

Matt pivoted on his knees, finding himself facing Claire across the water. The pale blue light from the pool rippled on his face, while Matsuo kept the gun firmly at his temple, guiding Matt’s movements with precision.

“Matt!” Claire’s scream tore through the night as she watched him bend, her voice raw, desperate. She reached for him, but Rick held her firm, tightening his grip the more she struggled to free herself.

Matt could feel his sweating temple pulsing under the pressure of the bare metal firmly held by Matsuo’s hand. The farther he tried to cock his head away from the cold metal, the harder the other pushed.

“Fujimoto-San—” Dina’s voice was barely audible, conflict flickering in her eyes. Her grip on Claire weakened for a moment.

The disappointed, freezing look Matsuo gave her was enough to silence any further objection, draining whatever hope Dina had of stopping him. Claire’s heart pounded in her chest, her pulse racing as she fought against Rick’s firm grasp. Tears welled in her eyes, her throat raw from the scream.

“This is the end.” Matsuo moved the gun from the temple to the nape.

As the gun pressed into the back of his neck, Matt’s mind slipped away from the present. He was no longer kneeling on the edge the pool. He was behind the wheel of his roaring 543-horsepower BMW, driving up the familiar winding road toward the villa. It was late, the sky dark, and his body heavy with the mix of antidepressants, mood stabilizers, anxiolytics, and, in the attempt to counterpart their numbing effect, copious quantities of alcohol. The road was empty, the occasional flicker of moonlight through the trees. He remembered how his eyelids had felt so heavy, impossible to keep open. He should have pulled over, but something in him kept pushing forward, desperate to make it home. To Claire. Footsteps by Pearl Jam was playing, Eddie Vedder screaming on Matt’s behalf. “I did what I had to do. If there was a reason, it was you.” And Matt’s train of thought had already left the station. Pearl Jam first released Footsteps in 2003 on Lost Dogs, a collection of B-sides and rarities. The same idea was behind Times of Trouble, a song released by Temple of the Dog on their 1991 album of the same name. They were basically the same song. Temple of the Dog was not an actual band. It was the name used for a musical project in which Pearl Jam collaborated with Chris Cornell in memory of the death of Andy Wood from various substances’ abuse. The latter had been the lead singer of Mother Love Bone, a band he had founded with Jeff Ament and Stone Gossard, who, upon disbanding after Wood’s death, began to animate the harmonic and rhythmic heart of Pearl Jam. The name Temple of the Dog was taken from the lyrics, written by Wood himself, of Man of Golden Words released in 1990 on Apple, the only album released by Mother Love Bone. The moment Matt lost control of the BMW came in a slow, dreamlike haze. His eyes closed for just a second too long, and the car veered, the right side slamming into the guardrail. The jolt was sharp but distant, as if it had happened to someone else. When he opened his eyes, the car was still, the engine purring softly, and the world outside eerily quiet. Matt stepped out, feeling the cool night air wash over him, the scent of pine from the surrounding woods. He walked around the car, inspecting the damage. Dents, scraped paint, nothing serious. He could have been dead. He could have fallen asleep forever and never woken up. That was how he imagined death would be. Falling asleep at the wheel, drifting into oblivion without pain, without fear. It was not death that bothered him, it was the end of existence. It was the way things just stopped. The world would go on without him, and nothing would exist for him anymore. But what twisted his gut the most, what made the looming end feel unbearable, was Claire. His mind circled back to her, as it always did. He was not afraid of dying, he was pissed. Because he would miss her. And, even more so, because she would grieve. The thought of her mourning him, carrying the weight of his absence, was what tore him apart. She was the only thing tethering him to this life, and leaving her behind felt like the cruelest part of all.
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