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AUTHOR’S NOTE

Some secrets do not fade.

They wait to be activated.

At Instituto Guerrera, language is never only language. Grammar does not sit politely on the page; it shapes behaviour, expectation, and compliance. What you learn here follows you beyond the classroom.

In the first book, Subjunctive Mood, the story lived in uncertainty — what might be, what almost was, what could still fracture or save someone. Ramón existed inside those gaps, suspended between desire and consequence.

But life does not remain hypothetical.

This story enters the imperative.

At first glance, the imperative mood seems simple: a direct instruction.

Do this.

Don’t do that.

Beneath its surface lies pressure — repetition, habit, expectation. Commands that persist after the voice has gone quiet. Not all imperatives are spoken. Some are learned early. Some are rehearsed. Some are experienced — as sensations, colours, heat — long before they’re understood.

The imperative is the grammar of momentum.

Of urges that insist.

Of patterns that continue.

Of moments where action replaces choice.

Here, the focus shifts to Lola.

You know her as the bright one — irreverent, warm, disarming. The teacher whose humour relaxes students before they realise how closely she’s watching. But brightness isn’t safety. Lola carries something old and precisely managed: a pattern formed in childhood, repeated with care, governed by rules she does not question.

The school notices more than it admits.

Some people know how to use what they notice.

Around her, Instituto Guerrera continues its work — instructions disguised as exercises, compliance disguised as learning, loyalty disguised as community. Through glass walls and closed doors, others watch silently: those who know directions, those who provide them, and those who can make following orders appear willing.

Not every danger announces itself.

Not every system needs violence.

Some are sustained by routine alone.

Fire in this story isn’t decoration or release. It’s patterned. Sequential. Controlled. It follows rules as strict as grammar, and it leaves traces long after the flame is gone.

Málaga reflects this order: relentless heat, clean façades, rituals repeating under sunlit skies. A place where nothing appears wrong — and where a single remembered instruction can set everything in motion.

Read closely.

Watch what repeats.

Notice what is managed, contained, erased.

The imperative does not ask what might happen.

It tells you what happens next.

Some stories explode.

Others continue.

This one moves forward by command.

 


PROLOGUE

‘Things are rarely stopped while they still seem small.’

— Unknown —

The night of San Juan smelled of salt and smoke.

Along the beach, bonfires burned in loose rows, fed with scraps of cardboard, broken furniture, and old papers dragged across the sand. Children darted in and out of the firelight, their shadows stretching, collapsing, reforming. Adults watched from plastic chairs, rules softened by heat and noise.

Near the shoreline, a little girl stood with her toes pressed into cool sand.

She watched the older children throw folded wishes into the flames. Each piece of paper flared briefly — a flash of light, a breath of heat — before collapsing into ash. The fire accepted everything without pause.

She kept her distance at first.

Not from fear.

From something harder to name.

A firework burst overhead, scattering green and white sparks. Ash drifted down, warm against her skin. Laughter rose, dissolved into the hiss of burning wood. The fires shifted and leaned, alive in small, controlled ways.

The girl stepped closer.

Heat brushed her cheeks, then her palms. It did not frighten her. It seemed familiar — like a rhythm she recognised without understanding. The flames spoke in pulses: flare, settle, continue.

Another wish disappeared into the fire.

For a moment, she watched the paper in that narrow space between form and ash — the instant where something changed but was not yet gone.

A thought passed through her, quiet and precise.

What if the fire didn’t erase things?

What if it only carried them forward?

The flames reflected in her eyes, steady and bright.

Behind her, the sea rolled in slow breaths, dragging at the sand as if trying to reclaim what burned there. But the fires held. They always did.

Years later, the city would forget this night.

She would remember the pattern.
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CHAPTER

1

MORITZ

Morning slid in sideways through the threadbare curtains of Moritz Dorn’s rented flat, turning the warped floorboards into pale stripes. The place smelled faintly of old water, reheated leftovers, and the harbour’s salt-diesel breath drifting through a cracked window. Málaga woke in its usual fractured rhythm — shutters clattering open, gulls fighting over refuse, delivery vans coughing themselves alive on the cobbles below.

Inside, Moritz’s morning was slower.

Sheets tangled around his legs, damp with sweat and last night’s perfume. Eva lay beside him, hair fanned across the pillow like spilled ink. One knee rested over his thigh, her breathing soft and even. She always looked strangely peaceful after a night out — none of the sharp wit, none of the electric energy she carried through the clubs. Just Eva. Just quiet.

He watched her for a moment — the faint pulse in her throat; the freckles scattered across her collarbone. She wasn’t fragile. Whatever strength she had came from hard hours and stubbornness, from moving through the world without hesitation. He envied it. Envied her.

He eased himself out from under the sheet, careful not to wake her. Bare feet on cold tile. A breath. Another.

The hum started.

It threaded beneath his skin like a live wire, soft at first, next insistent — a low vibration behind his ribs. His synaesthesia surged, folding sound into colour, smell into taste.

The first thing was the scent.

Burning plastic. Chemical-sweet. Sharp at the back of his throat.

His vision flickered.

Smoke — thin, unreal — traced the ceiling. Not actual smoke. The pressure of heat without warmth. Seven soft pulses bloomed behind his eyelids, rhythmic and familiar.

He didn’t realise he’d frozen until Eva shifted behind him.

A dark room surfaced — no flames, only what fire left behind: blistered tiles, warped shadows. A figure stood with its back to him, shoulders tight, unmoving.

He couldn’t see her face.

Only the whisper, precise and close:

uno… dos… tres… cuatro… cinco… seis… siete…

Seven beats.

Seven flashes of yellow-white.

Seven.

His chest locked.

The room snapped back into place.

The curtains. The mattress. Eva exhaling softly. The harbour noise drifting through the window. The scent of cinnamon coating his tongue like ash.

He pressed the heels of his palms against his eyes, forcing air into his lungs.

His sketchpad lay open on the table where he’d left it the night before. He’d drawn the same shapes again and again: smoke-ribbons without flame, seven radiating lines like spokes, a half-erased silhouette at the centre. His pencil had rolled to the floor.

Beside the sketchpad lay a creased business card:

CLUB FUEGO — Private Members Only

Two interlocked circles.

He stared at it. The place had become his sedative — neon, sweat, strangers, the noise loud enough to drown out the colours. But silence always won. And silence always brought the visions back.

The mattress shifted.

Eva pushed herself upright, blanket slipping to her waist. She blinked sleep from her eyes, reached for her medical notebook, and tapped its spine against her thigh.

‘Another one?’ she murmured, voice still thick with sleep.

Moritz didn’t turn. ‘Yeah.’

‘Same?’ she asked more softly.

He nodded. ‘Smoke. Not real. Only… impressions. The seven pulses again.’

He swallowed. ‘And someone whispering. Definitely Spanish.’

Eva’s eyes sharpened in that way — clinically, attentively — when something actually concerned her. She glanced at the Club Fuego card, then back at him.

‘You know you can’t keep doing this, right?’ she said. ‘Clubs, noise, sex as distraction. You will not outrun whatever your brain’s doing.’

He huffed a weak laugh. ‘Do you have a better idea?’

‘I do.’ She tossed her notebook onto the table. ‘Spanish.’

He blinked. ‘What?’

‘You live in Spain and you still apologise to waiters in English. You’re floating, Moritz. No anchors. Half your stress is because nothing here belongs to you — not even the language. Learn Spanish. Ground yourself.’

He opened his mouth to argue, but the look she gave him — steady, unshakeable — silenced him.

He knew she was right.

Later, after she’d left for her shift, he sat at his laptop, fingers hovering over the keys. He typed:

Learn Spanish Málaga language school

The first result gleamed:

Instituto Guerrera — Accelerated Immersion Programme

Fluency faster than you thought possible.

A photo of students in a sunlit courtyard. Smiling. Relaxed. Safe.

Moritz stared at the page, the last traces of the vision prickling across the back of his neck like invisible heat.

Seven pulses.

Seven whispers.

Seven.

He didn’t know why he suddenly wanted so badly to be in a classroom — surrounded by structure, by normality, by people who weren’t counting in the dark.

He clicked.

He didn’t notice the soot-like smear beneath his fingernails.

And somewhere across the city, a routine began.

 


[image: Image]

CHAPTER

2

MORITZ

Instituto Guerrera did not announce itself.

Moritz stood in the courtyard, rucksack strap cutting into his palm, and waited. The space was bright, contained, deliberately pleasant — white walls broken by orange line-art birds and looping geometric shapes that lifted the eye without demanding attention. Bougainvillaea spilled colour over the edges of planters. Chairs and café tables sat in orderly clusters beneath stretched canvas in the garden below, arranged to look casual while never actually being random.

Students gathered in loose groups, checking phones, comparing accents, laughing too loudly. The laughter wasn’t forced, but it wasn’t unguarded either — a performance of ease, as if everyone had agreed this was the correct temperature for the moment.

No one looked lost.

Or if they did, they corrected it quickly.

This is normal, Moritz told himself.

The thought hovered instead of settling.

‘¿Moritz Dorn?’

The voice carried easily across the courtyard.

A man in a black T-shirt approached, sunglasses pushed into silver-grey hair, posture relaxed in a way that suggested he knew how much authority he had and didn’t need to prove it. His grin was wide, and practised, with no sign of being fake.

‘I’m Alonso,’ he said, shaking Moritz’s hand. The grip was firm but brief. ‘Alemania, yes? Don’t worry — we specialise in rehabilitating traumatised Germans.’

A ripple of laughter moved through the nearby students. Alonso winked, once.

‘Rule one: mistakes are better than silence. Rule two: coffee is mandatory. Rule three: if a teacher tells you ‘this will be easy,’ they’re lying.’

More laughter. Softer this time. Relieved.

Clipboards appeared. Pens were distributed. Forms moved from hand to hand with the efficiency of something rehearsed.

Name.

Nationality.

Emergency contact.

Moritz paused there.

Eva’s name came to him immediately. That, more than the question itself, made him hesitate. He considered writing no one. Considered the administrative discomfort that would cause. Then wrote her name anyway.

Consent boxes followed.

Participation agreement.

Audio recording for pedagogical purposes.

Internal observation for curriculum optimisation.

The language was friendly. Neutral. Elastic.

Moritz didn’t tick them.

He read them again. Slower this time. Not because he didn’t understand — but because something in him wanted friction. Resistance. A reason to push back.

Nothing offered itself.

He ticked the boxes.

From inside the building came a burst of laughter — unforced, bright — heels echoing on tile.

A blond woman appeared near reception, a small dog tucked against her chest like an unimpressed monarch.

‘I’m Lola,’ she announced cheerfully. ‘This is Pepa. She’s only visiting today. Apparently, dogs ‘distract students’.’

She rolled her eyes theatrically. Students smiled.

Lola lowered Pepa to the ground with an easy, practised motion. Someone crouched instinctively to greet the dog. Pepa put up with a small scratch, and moved her head away, her eyes focused past them.

The courtyard shifted — not louder, not calmer. Easier.

Moritz’ shoulders lowered slightly.

He hadn’t noticed how high they’d been.

A bell chimed from inside. Not loud. Not urgent. Suggestive.

‘Placement tests,’ Alonso said. ‘No running away yet.’

They took seats at the garden tables. Paper shuffled. Pens clicked.

Moritz read the first question twice before answering — not because it was difficult, but because his body was waiting for the heat that usually followed concentration.

Nothing came.

No colour bleed. No flavour of metal. Just the scratch of pen on paper.

Quiet, his body seemed to say.

This is allowed.

During the break, he queued for coffee inside — a narrow service hatch, a capsule machine producing cups at a pace that seemed deliberately slow. Waiting stretched. He noticed it, and that everyone else accepted it without comment.

He leaned against the wall, sipping carefully.

Languages tangled in the air — German, English, French, something Slavic. Everyone speaking badly, enthusiastically, without apology.

Belonging, he thought.

His phone buzzed.

Eva: How is it?

Moritz: Fine.

Eva: That’s not an answer.

Moritz: It’s quiet.

The reply took longer than usual.

Eva: Quiet doesn’t always last.

He didn’t answer.

Across the courtyard, Lola laughed at something a student said, explaining a word with her whole body. She looked comfortable here — not performing ease, not correcting it.

When she caught Moritz watching, she smiled briefly. Professional. Unremarkable.

Something in him misfiled it.

Alonso approached again.

‘Biznaga,’ he said, glancing at Moritz’s test. ‘Upper-intermediate. Morning block. Structure’s good for you.’

‘For me?’ Moritz asked.

Alonso smiled. ‘For everyone.’

The bell chimed again.

Moritz stood.

He told himself he could still leave. That nothing was locked. That this was provisional.

He didn’t test the thought.

Biznaga waited.

And for the first time in weeks, Moritz walked into a building without bracing for fire.

He didn’t notice the doors closed behind him.
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CHAPTER

3

LOLA

Lola liked the institute before lessons began.

There was a pause in the building — not silence, but restraint. Corridors held their breath. Chairs were still where they’d been stacked the night before, metal legs aligned with a care that suggested someone had needed order before going home. White walls looked freshly wiped, the orange line-art unusually sharp without bodies moving past it to blur the edges.

She crossed the courtyard with her coffee, cigarette unlit between her fingers, name batch swinging from her orange lanyard. The air was already warm, but not yet heavy. That came later, when the sun climbed high enough to make everyone irritable and honest in small, inconvenient ways.

Students filtered in through the gate in ones and twos, blinking in the brightness. New ones, mostly. She could always tell — by the way they hovered inside the entrance, by how carefully they watched the teachers for cues on how much space they could take up. Old students moved differently. They knew where to stand. How loudly to speak. When laughter was permitted.

‘Buenos días,’ she called, automatic, warm, without stopping.

A few answered back. Some smiled. One looked relieved, as if the greeting itself had confirmed they were in the right place.

Inside Classroom Biznaga, she set her cup down on the desk and uncapped a marker. The room smelled faintly of yesterday’s whiteboard cleaner and warm plastic. The board was still clean, faint traces of yesterday’s lesson barely visible if you tilted your head the right way — ghost lines of verbs erased too thoroughly to disappear completely.

She wrote the word neatly, centred, her handwriting rounded and deliberate:

IMPERATIVO

Below it, the verbs followed — unadorned, untranslated.

Mira

Escucha

Repite

Dilo

She stepped back, marker still in hand, considering the list.

Imperatives unsettled students. They expected aggression, control, rudeness. They did not recall how frequently they adhered to the items — directions, regulations, guidelines embraced at a time when they seemed inherent. Look. Listen. Repeat. Don’t touch. Say it.

People liked to believe they were choosing.

Footsteps filled the corridor. Chairs scraped as students claimed places, testing distance from one another. Voices layered into sound — English, German, Spanish, the soft chaos of people negotiating belonging.

‘Vale,’ Lola said brightly as the class settled. ‘Sit down. Quickly. Before the heat decides for us.’

Laughter moved through the room — not relief, she noted, but alignment. The sound of people recognising a script and stepping into it.

She taught the imperative simply. No subject. No hesitation. A sentence that assumed action would follow. She moved between Spanish and English without making a show of it, gauging comprehension by posture more than answers. Who leaned forward. Who copied without understanding. Who waited to be told what to do next.

Moritz sat close to the centre, notebook open, posture showing attentiveness past politeness. He didn’t fidget. Didn’t slouch. He watched her hands more than the board — not rudely, not hungrily. As if they were the most reliable things in the room.

She noticed.

She always noticed.

‘Listen,’ she said, switching to English, marker hovering. ‘The imperative isn’t about control. It’s about clarity.’

She wrote again, slower this time, letting the marker squeak faintly:

No pienses. Actúa.

Don’t think. Act.

A few students laughed, uneasy.

‘Not good life advice,’ she added. ‘Excellent grammar advice.’

More laughter. The tension broke where she wanted it to. Humour was a pressure valve. Use it early, and people trusted you not to let the room overheat.

From the doorway, someone leaned against the frame — Ramón, coffee in hand, eyes scanning the room without intruding. He didn’t step inside. He never did unless invited. He caught her eye for a fraction of a second and lifted his cup in greeting.

She nodded back, imperceptibly.

Ramón liked structure. He respected classrooms that ran cleanly. Obsessively. That was something she shared with him, even if she dressed it up differently.

The bell ended the hour.

Students gathered their things, chairs scraping back, conversations restarting as if the pause of learning had been temporary rather than imposed. A few lingered to ask questions that weren’t really about grammar. She answered all of them without rushing, without encouraging dependence.

Moritz hesitated by her desk.

‘Gracias,’ he said, pronunciation deliberate, like someone testing whether accuracy would be noticed.

‘De nada,’ she replied, already turning back to the board.

She wiped imperativo away completely, slow and thorough, until the surface was blank again. No residue. No trace of emphasis.

The room reset itself.

And whatever warmth Moritz might have mistaken for something personal dissolved neatly back into routine — where Lola preferred to keep things, for now.
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CHAPTER

4

MORITZ

The corridor smelled of coffee and cleaning spray.

Moritz leaned against the wall outside Classroom Malagueta, letting the noise settle around him instead of trying to catalogue it. Chairs scraped behind closed doors. Someone laughed too loudly, corrected the volume as if remembering there were rules. Someone swore in Italian and was shushed in German.

His senses stayed calm.

No hum.

No colour surge.

No heat curling under his skin.

Just warmth. Sound. Presence.

The class had been… normal.

That surprised him more than it should have.

He’d arrived at Instituto Guerrera half-expecting some kind of response from his body — a flare, a distortion, a warning that would tell him whether or not the place was safe. Instead, it had offered nothing. The lack was intentional, like a suppressed opinion.

Inside Malagueta, Lola taught again later that morning.

Same rhythm. Same humour. Same ability to move the room without appearing to control it. Commands framed as jokes. Corrections delivered lightly enough to appear optional, firm enough not to be. She let students finish mistakes before fixing them, gave praise sparingly, withheld it often enough to make it meaningful.

Pair work. Repetition. Compliance disguised as play.

Moritz watched the class more than he took part at first. He noticed how quickly people mirrored her posture, how voices softened when she lowered hers, how laughter came on cue but never quite spilled over into chaos. The room appeared managed without ever feeling managed.

When it was his turn, she gestured to him without looking directly.

‘Dime algo.’

He did.

Nothing remarkable. A sentence about the weather — Málaga being too hot already, summer arriving without apology. Grammatically correct. Safe. A neat offering, like something placed carefully on a desk rather than handed over.

She nodded once, brief and professional.

‘Bien.’

The word registered. Not encouragement. Not dismissal. A confirmation that he’d done what was required.

The bell cut the moment before it could stretch into something else.

Students stood, gathered bags, drifted into the corridor in small currents. The room emptied quickly, as if everyone had somewhere else to be that wasn’t here.

In the corridor, Lola passed him without slowing. She tapped his workbook as she moved — not enough to startle him, enough to register.

‘Your imperatives are good,’ she said. ‘Even the soft ones count.’

She was gone, swallowed by the stairwell and the building’s general noise, her laughter already redirected toward someone else who needed it.

Moritz stood there longer than necessary.

He wasn’t waiting for her. He knew that. He was waiting for his body to react — to do something useful, something predictive. But it didn’t. His pulse stayed steady. His mouth tasted like nothing in particular.

The courtyard outside looked as it had earlier.

Same chairs. Same light. Same students pretending not to be lost. A few new arrivals hovered near the gate, maps open on their phones, eyes scanning for permission. Teachers crossed the space with practised confidence, each carrying their own version of authority.

Structure helped.

It always had.

He checked his phone.

Two messages from Eva, sent an hour earlier.

Eva: Tonight?

Eva: Club’s quieter midweek.

He stared at the screen.

Clubs helped too — differently. Noise, bodies, anonymity. Music loud enough to drown thought. Sex that asked nothing and offered nothing back. Eva liked it that way: clean edges, no illusions, no narrative beyond the moment.

He typed, deleted, typed again.

Moritz: Maybe.

He didn’t send anything else.

In the courtyard, Lola chuckled at a student’s remark — effortless, unreserved, this mirth offered a moment’s exclusivity. She looked as if she belonged where she was, balanced perfectly between warmth and control.

Moritz watched her for a second too long, looked away.

He told himself that was what he wanted too.

Belonging without friction. Structure without consequence. A place that asked for participation but not interpretation.

For now, the institute gave him that.

And his body — unhelpful, silent — agreed to let him believe it.
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CHAPTER

5

LOLA

SAME DAY — LATE AFTERNOON

By the time Lola reached Mercado de Atarazanas, the rush had passed.

The iron doors stood open, but the crowd had thinned to locals and late shoppers moving without urgency. Vendors were already merging displays, pulling bruised fruit forward, stacking crates that would be collected later. The tiled entrance still smelled of citrus and fish, sharp and familiar.

She slowed as she stepped inside.

Footsteps echoed differently here — heavier, more deliberate. Coins rang against metal trays. Plastic bags snapped open and shut. The market absorbed sound without ever quite quieting.

Lola liked that.

She followed the central aisle first, past stalls she recognised without looking up. Oranges stacked into loose pyramids. Tomatoes sweating gently in the heat. A fishmonger arguing with a woman who insisted the anchovies had been fresher yesterday.

She did not stop.

At the candle stall near the back — half hidden between household goods and cleaning supplies — she paused.

The woman behind it was arranging jars by height, movements precise and repetitive, as if the order mattered more than the outcome. Beeswax candles sat apart from the rest: duller, heavier in the hand, less eager to catch the light.

Lola watched for a moment longer than necessary.

There was no decision involved.

She reached for a small candle, pale yellow, unscented. The kind that burned evenly if you treated it properly.

‘Esta,’ she said.

The woman wrapped it in brown paper and slid it across the counter without comment. Lola paid, folded the change into her purse, and slipped the candle into her coat pocket. Its weight settled against her palm, solid and contained.

That was enough.

Near the centre of the hall, a group of teenagers shared churros dusted with sugar, laughing too loudly, nudging one another without malice. A guitarist near the entrance tuned the same string again and again, never quite starting.

Lola stopped by one of the stone pillars and leaned back against it.

The heat pressed gently at her temples. Not discomfort — pressure. A reminder of being present. Of having edges.

She counted without meaning to.

Uno.

Dos.

Tres.

She stopped herself before four.

No need.

A child ran past, dragging a plastic toy that rattled sharply across the tiles. Lola flinched, and caught the reaction before it could settle. She inhaled, slow and measured, and the moment passed.

People were very good at moving through small disruptions without acknowledging them.

She stayed until the market shifted again — a stall closing early, a delivery cart rattling through the aisle, the guitarist finally beginning to play. Change without announcement.

When she left, she did not hurry.

Outside, the light was already flattening; the heat easing into something manageable. The candle remained in her pocket, unlit, intact. A controlled thing. Something that waited.

Later at home, she would allow it its small, clean flame. She would watch it long enough to be satisfied. She would end it herself.

For now, the day continued as it always did.

And Lola walked on — warm, smiling, indistinguishable from anyone else heading home from work.
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CHAPTER

6

MORITZ

LATE EVENING

Eva’s thumb brushed the inside of his wrist — light, precise, deliberate.

A pulse point.

A place she knew he couldn’t tune out, no matter how badly his senses were misfiring.

Moritz inhaled sharply, the breath catching halfway in as if his body had forgotten how to finish the movement without instruction.

‘Moritz,’ Eva said.

Her voice shifted — not softer, not louder, but into the register she used with people on the edge of losing consciousness. Steady. Controlled. Non-negotiable.

‘Come back.’

She moved closer without hurry, closing the space with intention rather than urgency. Her knee touched his thigh and stayed there, a firm, anchoring pressure that cut through the static in his head.

Not comfort.

Direction.

The flat looked too radiant all at once, though the lights hadn’t changed. Rain ticked against the window in short, impatient bursts. The sound came apart in layers — individual drops, the hollow echo of water on metal, the distant hiss of traffic — too much information arriving without hierarchy.

Eva’s hand left his wrist and lifted his chin. Her digits were cool initially, and became warmer as she tilted his face towards hers. She didn’t ask him to look at her.

She made sure he did.

‘Good,’ she said quietly, as if she could sense something realigning beneath her touch.

His vision steadied incrementally — not snapping back into place, but easing, like a lens being adjusted by someone who knew how far to turn it before resistance set in. The heat in his chest could have been residual synaesthesia, or adrenaline, or something else entirely. He couldn’t tell anymore, and the not knowing unsettled him more than the sensation itself.

‘You drift when your senses overload,’ Eva said quietly. ‘You leave.’

Her thumb rested at his throat, only below his jaw, where his pulse jumped hard against her skin. She didn’t press. She didn’t need to.

‘I’m not letting you disappear again.’

The word again landed carefully, like a reminder she expected him to accept without interrogation.

He swallowed. The movement brushed her fingers, grounding him with unnerving efficiency. He was aware of where her hand was, where his body ended, where the floor supported him. Awareness returned in usable fragments.

‘You’re here,’ she said. ‘With me. Not in whatever your brain is stitching together.’

He leaned into her before he realised he was doing it.

The motion surprised him — not because it was unwanted, but because it was automatic. His body chose proximity before his mind could evaluate whether that was wise. Eva adjusted, shifting her stance so his weight didn’t pull him off balance. One hand slid to the back of his neck, guiding rather than holding, fingers spreading just enough to stabilise him.

As if she’d learned how much pressure brought him back without resistance.

‘Easy,’ she said. ‘Stay.’

Her brow was near his, so near he could sense the heat from her surface. The closeness narrowed the world to something manageable. He could locate her. He could locate himself in relation to her.

That, apparently, was enough.

She leaned in only enough to break the last of the distortion.

The world settled.

The moment after was strange — not relief, but a controlled descent. His breathing evened. The sharp edges dulled. The room reassembled itself into a space with corners and furniture and consequence.

What followed felt less like a decision than a continuation.

Eva’s hand moved from his neck to his chest, palm resting there, sensing the steadiness she’d created. She shifted him backward, guiding him toward the sofa. He didn’t resist. just followed with no need to be told where to place his weight, when to sit, when to lie back.

She stayed above him, close enough that he never lost her. Touch came in measured increments — contact, pressure, pause — each movement calibrated to keep him present in his body. Sensation condensed. Sound simplified. Colour retreated into tolerable bands.

Sex, when it happened, was quiet.

Not tentative, not rushed. Functional in the way Eva did nothing without purpose. She kept him anchored through it — hands, breath, rhythm — adjusting when his focus wavered, grounding him again whenever sensation threatened to fragment.

Moritz let her.

He let her decide pace, angle, timing. Let her use his body as the quickest route back to coherence. Desire was there, but secondary — a by-product of proximity and control rather than its cause.

His synaesthesia receded under the pressure of something singular, directional. One sensation at a time. One instruction at a time. The world narrowed to what she allowed.

Afterwards, she stayed where she was, one hand still at the back of his neck, thumb tracing a small, absent circle at the base of his skull — not soothing, just confirming presence. As if releasing him too quickly might undo the effect.

The rain softened outside, sliding into a steadier rhythm.

‘You’re alright,’ she said into his hair. ‘I’ve got you.’

Moritz closed his eyes.

He believed her.

Not because it was true.

But because, in that moment, it functioned like truth.

Later — when she had stepped away, when she had poured water into a glass and pressed it into his hand without comment — the thought returned with uncomfortable clarity.

Eva didn’t just know how to bring him back.

She knew how to keep him there.

And the knowledge settled in his chest with a weight resembling uncomfortable gratitude.
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CHAPTER

7

MORITZ

The following day

By morning, the flat had returned to its usual proportions.

Light entered through the kitchen window, unfiltered by rain. The air tasted of coffee grounds and dust. Eva was gone — no note, no lingering warmth on the pillow — just the faint indentation where she’d slept and the quiet certainty that her routine had already overwritten the space.

Moritz stood in the doorway longer than necessary, registering the stillness.

His body felt aligned.

Not rested.

Not calm.

Aligned — as if something had been tightened into place overnight and was now holding without effort.

That unsettled him more than the visions ever had.

He showered with his eyes closed, letting the water drum against his shoulders. When the pressure grew too loud, he adjusted it without thinking — a slight correction, precise, automatic. The same way Eva had done the night before. He noticed the imitation only after the fact.

He dressed, ate, left the flat.

The city behaved itself on the walk to Instituto Guerrera. Scooters threaded traffic with familiar impatience. A café owner dragged chairs into the sun. A delivery van idled too long at a corner, and moved on.

Moritz noticed how little of it reached him.

No colour bleed.

No metallic aftertaste.

No heat climbing where it shouldn’t.

The absence seemed deliberate.

At the institute, the courtyard filled and emptied according to schedule. Intake notices had been replaced overnight. Chairs had been rearranged into tighter clusters. He sat where there was space without choosing it.
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