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    Dedication 

For the ones who stopped looking at the clock and started looking at the light, and for the neighbors who became strangers in the glow of a permanent "maybe."



    



  	
        
            
            Epigraphs 

"Memory is like a traffic signal. Once it stops changing, you forget that there was ever a reason to wait."

— Clara Molley's Unsent Letter to the County "The mind is a soft thing. It takes the shape of whatever light you leave it under for too long."

— Emery Pike's Private Journal ---
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1 The Vanishing Red
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The sidewalk outside the Daily Drift had transformed from a thoroughfare for pedestrians into a space characterized by hovering uncertainty. It seemed as if the very essence of the town had collectively chosen to defy gravity, with neither foot fully committing to the concrete surface beneath. Emery Pike found herself positioned just within the frame of the newsroom window, her shoulder leaning against the cool, metallic edge. The texture of the window frame felt slightly tacky, a lingering effect of the humidity that perpetually enveloped the area. Beside her, her coffee sat forgotten on the windowsill, its once-steaming surface now a dormant black pool, marred only by a ring of oil that distorted the ever-present amber light filtering through.

Raising the mug to her lips, she took a sip only to recoil at the lukewarm and bitter taste. It was as if the flavor itself had become suspended in a moment of indecision, reflecting the atmosphere outside. Peering through the window, she observed an unusual interaction between a postal truck and a sedan, both vehicles moving toward the same stretch of road as if caught in a dance that ignored the laws of physics and logic. The two heavy machines inched closer, each one determined to maintain its position, seemingly forgetting any notion of yielding or precedence. Their slow approach culminated in a gentle touch at a mere four miles per hour, with fenders brushing against each other in soft collisions that produced no sound, resembling soap bubbles merging rather than a traffic incident.

Neither driver honked their horn nor displayed any signs of irritation. The postal worker spoke softly, his words lost behind the glass of his windshield, while the woman in the sedan offered a vague smile, her face illuminated by the jaundiced glow emanating from the overhead beacon. This glow—what the townspeople had begun to refer to as “amber”—had transcended its initial definition as merely a color. It had morphed into a palpable medium, a dense presence that clung to buildings and seeped into the pores of the residents, altering their very essence. The ambiance shifted in flavor, muffling sounds and imbuing even the smallest of gestures with an unsettling sense of delay. As she watched the two vehicles separate, continuing on their respective paths without acknowledgment of their earlier encounter, Emery pondered once again whether this peculiar light was influencing the speed at which thoughts could travel.

Glancing down at her notepad, she noticed something troubling—the paper was no longer white, having taken on a deep yellow hue over the past few weeks. It appeared pre-aged, as if it had absorbed the same tint that now characterized street signs, the faces of residents, and even the reflections in the coffee spoons at the local diner. She realized that her own skin had also adopted this unsettling tone, a muted shade that resisted any contrast. Touching her wrist, she half-expected to feel a change beneath the surface, perhaps a thickness or warmth that wasn't there. The realization sent a shiver down her spine, prompting her to shake off the discomfort and uncapped her pen.

The ink in her favorite fountain pen—a rich Victorian blue—had succumbed to the oppressive atmosphere. On the aged paper, it looked bruised rather than vibrant, each line bleeding slightly, reluctant to maintain its intended shape. Across the top of the page, she wrote with determination: “Drift Diary: Entry 42.” She paused, staring at the date, uncertainty creeping in about whether it was accurately recorded. Time had begun to blur; the days felt as if they were merging, plunging the town into an endless afternoon. The ticking of the newsroom clock echoed faintly behind her, but even that rhythmic sound seemed to be dragging, hesitant to announce the passage of time.

With a deep breath, she began to write: “I asked the baker today what he missed most about the Red.” Her handwriting appeared sluggish, lacking its usual fluidity. She pressed harder, attempting to reclaim her typical precision. The baker’s response had surprised her; he looked at her with a furrowed brow, indicating he did not comprehend her question. Earlier that morning, as she leaned across the counter, inhaling the warm scents of yeast and sugar amidst the hum of the ovens, she had asked him the simplest question possible—what he missed about the light prior to the amber haze that had enveloped their lives.

The baker had smiled politely, his hands dusted with flour, and never ceasing their rhythmic motion. “He said, ‘Red is for cherries, Emery. Traffic is for waiting. Why would we want to stop when we can just... prepare?” The words resonated within her, leaving a pit of unease in her stomach. There was an unexpressed sentiment lurking beneath that phrase—something akin to obedience or surrender. She drew a small box around it in her notebook, then closed it with a sense of finality.

Outside, the postal truck had disappeared down Main Street, leaving behind only the soft hum of Beacon No. 6, which filled the void left in its wake. Emery picked up her now-cooling coffee, taking one last sip before leaving it behind on the sill. As she stepped outside, the bell above the Daily Drift door jingled softly, its sound muted and absorbed by the heavy air. The moment she stepped into the light, she felt its warmth envelop her, not as mere brightness but as a palpable temperature, akin to standing near a heat lamp.

Without shadows, every object seemed to merge into one another, their edges blurred just enough to create a sense of disorientation. The pavement beneath her feet radiated a subtle warmth that seeped through the soles of her shoes. Adjusting her recorder strap, Emery turned her attention toward the hardware store two blocks down. She had no particular reason to visit other than the fact that it provided her with a clear line of sight to Beacon No. 6—an entity that the townspeople claimed had initiated the transformation they now experienced.

As she made her way down the block, the hardware store's storefront appeared to shimmer faintly, as though coated in the same amber light that permeated the town. The words “Crosby’s Fix-It & Supply” were nearly obscured by the haze surrounding them, appearing recessed and indistinct. Emery squinted, realizing that clarity was becoming a fleeting luxury in this new reality.

At the corner of Main and Fourth, she spotted Mrs. Gable. The elderly woman stood there in her mauve coat, which had once been a vibrant pink but had faded to the color of yellowed parchment. She remained a stationary figure amidst the slow drift of pedestrians, her chin tilted upward, her face glowing with the reflected amber light. Emery hesitated, sensing something reverent in the woman's stillness, as if she were not merely observing a traffic light but experiencing a revelation.

“Mrs. Gable?” Emery called out gently, ensuring her tone was respectful. She stopped a respectful distance away, as the air around the old woman appeared to pulse softly, moving in time with the rhythm of the beacon above them. “Mrs. Gable, I’m doing a follow-up for the weekend edition about the transition.”

The elderly woman did not flinch at the sound of her name, and Emery wondered if she had even heard her. Above them, the light rotated in a slow cycle—except there was no real rotation anymore. It was merely one hue, brightening and dimming as if it were taking a breath.

When Mrs. Gable finally spoke, her voice was filled with awe. “It’s so much quieter now, isn’t it? Without the snapping.”

“The snapping?” Emery echoed, instinctively flipping open her notebook to ground herself in the conversation. The elderly woman smiled faintly, her gaze still directed upward. “The way the light used to break—green to yellow, yellow to red. That sound, that crack! You could almost feel it in your ribs.”

Emery frowned, perplexed. “I don’t remember a sound, exactly.”

Mrs. Gable’s lips parted, her voice dropping to a whisper. “It was like a bone cracking every sixty seconds. The world is dividing itself over and over. Now, it just... is. It’s a permanent maybe. Don’t you feel the peace in the ‘maybe,’ dear?”

For a brief moment, the rhythm of the beacon seemed to synchronize with the beating of Emery’s heart. She swallowed hard, feeling the weight of the conversation.

“But don’t you remember the Stop, Mrs. Gable?” she pressed, her curiosity driving her forward. “The way the world used to hold its breath, waiting for the green?”

At that moment, a flicker crossed Mrs. Gable’s face, as though Emery had uttered something inappropriate. Slowly, the elderly woman turned to face her, and in her eyes, Emery recognized what the townspeople had begun to call the “Turn Fog.” The pupils appeared clouded, light softening their edges, suggesting that memories drifted just below the surface but remained out of reach.

“Stop,” Mrs. Gable repeated slowly, her tone deliberate. “That’s a very aggressive word, Emery. I don’t think we ever really did that. We were just... resting our eyes.”

A chill swept across Emery’s shoulders, prompting her to instinctively step back, clutching her notebook to her chest. “Right,” she murmured, her voice barely above a whisper. “Resting our eyes.”

Behind them, a bus rolled past the intersection, its rumbling oddly gentle, reminiscent of a lullaby. The driver didn’t glance at the light, nor did any of the other passersby; it seemed that they had all forgotten the urgency of the world outside.

The Hum Beneath the Skin

Emery moved on, the weight of the uneasy conversation pressing heavily against her ribs. As she followed the winding curve of Fourth Street, she eventually found herself standing directly beneath the shadow of Beacon No. 6, or what could only be described as a shadow these days. The air felt thick with an unexplainable tension, as if the very atmosphere were charged with a strange energy that both intrigued and unsettled her. The beacon loomed above, an emblem of the strange occurrences that had become a part of her daily life. Despite the bustling surroundings, she felt a profound isolation, as if she were the only person truly aware of the underlying currents that surrounded them.

Here, the Hum was at its strongest. It was not a sound in the traditional sense; rather, it manifested as a deep vibration that seemed to rise from the very ground, resonating within her body and climbing into her teeth. Emery clenched her jaw, acutely aware of the faint tingling sensation along her gumline, a persistent reminder of the unexplained phenomena she had been observing. This resonance was not merely physical; it felt like an echo of something deeper, something that connected her to the world around her in a way she could not articulate. The sensation was both unsettling and oddly familiar, as if the Hum were a part of her now.

A small group of teenagers had gathered near the crosswalk. They were engaged in conversation, but their words blended into a slurred monotone, almost as if they were syncing their speech to the rhythmic pulsing of the traffic light. Without a moment's hesitation, they stepped into the street, seemingly oblivious to the oncoming cars that whizzed by just inches away from them. The vehicles moved with an uncanny precision, weaving through the crowd in a dance that defied rational explanation. Yet, despite the apparent danger, there was no panic, no screeching brakes, no shouts of warning; the teenagers wore faint smiles, their heads tilted as if they were attuned to an internal melody that only they could hear.

Emery found herself unable to look away from the mesmerizing scene before her. She raised her camera, her fingers trembling slightly as she aimed the lens at the unfolding tableau. Through the viewfinder, the world transformed into something dreamlike and surreal—the cars glided past like stingrays navigating through shallow waters, while the young figures moved gracefully between them, akin to divers who had forgotten how to resurface. The juxtaposition of danger and tranquility fascinated her, as if she were capturing a fleeting moment of beauty amidst chaos. Just as she was about to release the shutter, the last car passed, and the teenagers reached the opposite curb, continuing their journey with barely a backward glance, their soft humming echoing in her ears.

As she lowered the camera, realization struck her—the tremor in her hand had been so severe that she had accidentally pressed the shutter again, capturing another photograph of the now empty street. The amber light pulsed once more, growing brighter before softening again, and with it, the Hum vibrated more profoundly within her skull, creating a disconcerting sensation that her thoughts were not entirely her own. The atmosphere shifted, thickening around her as she processed what she had just witnessed. It felt as if the very fabric of reality was bending, wrapping her in an invisible cocoon of sound and light. Emery wrestled with the strange emotions surging within her, a mix of fear and curiosity that propelled her to explore further.

She turned abruptly, tearing her gaze away from the rhythmic pulse of the light, and spotted the bulky silhouette of Otto Writch's tow truck parked along the curb. The old vehicle appeared fossilized under the yellow hue, its metal dulled to a honey-like shade, while the chrome had succumbed to a rusty ochre. Otto was a familiar figure in this neighborhood, known for his expertise in all things mechanical, yet today he seemed almost out of place, as if he, too, were affected by the bizarre occurrences surrounding them. The truck's presence added to the atmosphere of decay and nostalgia, a relic of a bygone era that fit seamlessly into the surreal landscape. Emery felt a strange urge to approach him, to draw on his experience and perspective in the midst of this unsettling reality.

Otto Writch was half-buried beneath the dash of a stalled Buick, a sight that was both familiar and disconcerting. His wide feet protruded from underneath the vehicle, and the grease-darkened overalls he wore sagged around his boots, a testament to years of hard work and dedication. A wrench clinked against metal, producing a sharp, alien sound that seemed to cut through the muffled ambiance of the world around them. The noise felt out of place, contrasting sharply with the pervasive Hum that filled the air. Otto's hands were skilled and steady as he worked, yet there was an underlying tension in his demeanor, as if he too sensed the shift in the environment surrounding them.

“It’s talking faster today, Pike,” Otto called out without looking up from his task. His voice had a rough quality, a rasp that revealed years of exposure to cigarettes and engine fumes. However, there was an additional grit in his tone, as if the very air was corroding his throat and filling him with an unsettling urgency. Emery, instinctively, responded, “It’s a malfunctioning circuit, Otto.” The phrase flowed from her lips automatically; it was a line she had used in previous interviews, one that projected a sense of professional detachment. As she adjusted her camera for another shot, the lens wobbled slightly, catching the amber pulse’s reflection and warping her own image into something distorted and surreal.

From beneath the Buick, Otto let out a low chuckle that resonated with a hint of disbelief. “A malfunction repeats. This isn’t repeating. Listen closely.” He sat up, wiping a streak of grease from his hands onto a rag that was stained not black, but the same golden-brown hue that enveloped everything else in this peculiar world, as if the color itself had seeped into the dirt. “It’s a dialogue. You know that pattern that comes before the bright flare? It changed this morning.” His words hung in the air, heavy with implication, as he gestured toward the beacon with a furrowed brow. The idea of a pattern changing suggested that something significant was happening, something that warranted further investigation.

Emery frowned, a wave of skepticism washing over her. “Changed how?” she asked, genuinely curious despite the nagging doubt in her mind. Otto’s expression grew serious as he replied, “Faster intervals, then a dip—like it’s waiting for an answer.” He tossed the rag aside, his eyes fixed on the beacon with an intensity that sent chills down her spine. “And the town? They’re starting to answer back.” His words resonated with a sense of urgency, as if he were trying to convey a truth that transcended their normal understanding of the world. She wanted to refute his claim, to argue that a traffic control system could not engage in a conversation, but the words caught in her throat. The synchronized movements of the teenagers had not appeared to be a mere coincidence.

“What do you mean, ‘answer back’?” she ventured softly, intrigued by the implications of his statement. Otto rubbed the back of his neck, his gaze still locked on the light. “You ever notice how people pause now? Not at the light itself—between steps, when it flares? It’s like they’re hearing something we aren’t.” His observation struck a chord within her, compelling her to reflect on the behavior of those around them. Emery followed his gaze upward, her eyes locking onto Beacon No. 6, which hung above the intersection like a miniature sun. Its panels were coated with grime, yet instead of dulling its brilliance, the dirt seemed to amplify its glow, creating a mesmerizing effect.

For a fleeting moment, she thought she saw something flicker through the amber light—a trace of another color, thin as a breath. Red. The realization sent a jolt through her, and she blinked rapidly, hoping to capture the vision before it slipped away. Yet, in the blink of an eye, it vanished, leaving her grappling with uncertainty and intrigue. The amber hue deepened once more, more intense than before, pressing down on her with the weight of warm fog that enveloped her senses. It was as if the very essence of the light was alive, pulsating with a rhythm that resonated with her heartbeat.

“You saw it too, didn’t you?” Otto murmured, reading the silence that settled between them like a heavy fog. His mouth twitched into an expression that was a strange blend of grin and grimace, revealing a mix of hope and apprehension. “First hint of the Red I’ve seen in weeks. Don’t tell me you didn’t catch it.” His excitement was palpable, igniting a spark of curiosity within her that she could hardly contain. Emery forced a nonchalant shrug, attempting to dismiss the significance of what she had perceived. “Probably just a reflection. Lens artifact,” she replied hastily, her words tumbling out too quickly, betraying her uncertainty.

Otto exhaled deeply, the sound half-laughter, half-exasperation. “Sure, Pike. Reflection or not, it’s fightin’ to be remembered.” His words hung in the air, a challenge to her skepticism that she could not ignore. She remained silent, the Hum beneath the cars throbbing louder now, a rhythmic pulse that resonated with her very core. The tension between them was palpable, a shared acknowledgment of the extraordinary circumstances they found themselves in, as if they were standing on the precipice of something monumental.

The Hum Beneath the Skin

Emery moved on, the weight of the uneasy conversation pressing heavily against her ribs. As she followed the winding curve of Fourth Street, she eventually found herself standing directly beneath the shadow of Beacon No. 6, or what could only be described as a shadow these days. The air felt thick with an unexplainable tension, as if the very atmosphere were charged with a strange energy that both intrigued and unsettled her. The beacon loomed above, an emblem of the strange occurrences that had become a part of her daily life. Despite the bustling surroundings, she felt a profound isolation, as if she were the only person truly aware of the underlying currents that surrounded them.

Here, the Hum was at its strongest. It was not a sound in the traditional sense; rather, it manifested as a deep vibration that seemed to rise from the very ground, resonating within her body and climbing into her teeth. Emery clenched her jaw, acutely aware of the faint tingling sensation along her gumline, a persistent reminder of the unexplained phenomena she had been observing. This resonance was not merely physical; it felt like an echo of something deeper, something that connected her to the world around her in a way she could not articulate. The sensation was both unsettling and oddly familiar, as if the Hum were a part of her now.

A small group of teenagers had gathered near the crosswalk. They were engaged in conversation, but their words blended into a slurred monotone, almost as if they were syncing their speech to the rhythmic pulsing of the traffic light. Without a moment's hesitation, they stepped into the street, seemingly oblivious to the oncoming cars that whizzed by just inches away from them. The vehicles moved with an uncanny precision, weaving through the crowd in a dance that defied rational explanation. Yet, despite the apparent danger, there was no panic, no screeching brakes, no shouts of warning; the teenagers wore faint smiles, their heads tilted as if they were attuned to an internal melody that only they could hear.

Emery found herself unable to look away from the mesmerizing scene before her. She raised her camera, her fingers trembling slightly as she aimed the lens at the unfolding tableau. Through the viewfinder, the world transformed into something dreamlike and surreal—the cars glided past like stingrays navigating through shallow waters, while the young figures moved gracefully between them, akin to divers who had forgotten how to resurface. The juxtaposition of danger and tranquility fascinated her, as if she were capturing a fleeting moment of beauty amidst chaos. Just as she was about to release the shutter, the last car passed, and the teenagers reached the opposite curb, continuing their journey with barely a backward glance, their soft humming echoing in her ears.

As she lowered the camera, realization struck her—the tremor in her hand had been so severe that she had accidentally pressed the shutter again, capturing another photograph of the now empty street. The amber light pulsed once more, growing brighter before softening again, and with it, the Hum vibrated more profoundly within her skull, creating a disconcerting sensation that her thoughts were not entirely her own. The atmosphere shifted, thickening around her as she processed what she had just witnessed. It felt as if the very fabric of reality was bending, wrapping her in an invisible cocoon of sound and light. Emery wrestled with the strange emotions surging within her, a mix of fear and curiosity that propelled her to explore further.

She turned abruptly, tearing her gaze away from the rhythmic pulse of the light, and spotted the bulky silhouette of Otto Writch's tow truck parked along the curb. The old vehicle appeared fossilized under the yellow hue, its metal dulled to a honey-like shade, while the chrome had succumbed to a rusty ochre. Otto was a familiar figure in this neighborhood, known for his expertise in all things mechanical, yet today he seemed almost out of place, as if he, too, were affected by the bizarre occurrences surrounding them. The truck's presence added to the atmosphere of decay and nostalgia, a relic of a bygone era that fit seamlessly into the surreal landscape. Emery felt a strange urge to approach him, to draw on his experience and perspective in the midst of this unsettling reality.

Otto Writch was half-buried beneath the dash of a stalled Buick, a sight that was both familiar and disconcerting. His wide feet protruded from underneath the vehicle, and the grease-darkened overalls he wore sagged around his boots, a testament to years of hard work and dedication. A wrench clinked against metal, producing a sharp, alien sound that seemed to cut through the muffled ambiance of the world around them. The noise felt out of place, contrasting sharply with the pervasive Hum that filled the air. Otto's hands were skilled and steady as he worked, yet there was an underlying tension in his demeanor, as if he too sensed the shift in the environment surrounding them.

“It’s talking faster today, Pike,” Otto called out without looking up from his task. His voice had a rough quality, a rasp that revealed years of exposure to cigarettes and engine fumes. However, there was an additional grit in his tone, as if the very air was corroding his throat and filling him with an unsettling urgency. Emery, instinctively, responded, “It’s a malfunctioning circuit, Otto.” The phrase flowed from her lips automatically; it was a line she had used in previous interviews, one that projected a sense of professional detachment. As she adjusted her camera for another shot, the lens wobbled slightly, catching the amber pulse’s reflection and warping her own image into something distorted and surreal.

From beneath the Buick, Otto let out a low chuckle that resonated with a hint of disbelief. “A malfunction repeats. This isn’t repeating. Listen closely.” He sat up, wiping a streak of grease from his hands onto a rag that was stained not black, but the same golden-brown hue that enveloped everything else in this peculiar world, as if the color itself had seeped into the dirt. “It’s a dialogue. You know that pattern that comes before the bright flare? It changed this morning.” His words hung in the air, heavy with implication, as he gestured toward the beacon with a furrowed brow. The idea of a pattern changing suggested that something significant was happening, something that warranted further investigation.

Emery frowned, a wave of skepticism washing over her. “Changed how?” she asked, genuinely curious despite the nagging doubt in her mind. Otto’s expression grew serious as he replied, “Faster intervals, then a dip—like it’s waiting for an answer.” He tossed the rag aside, his eyes fixed on the beacon with an intensity that sent chills down her spine. “And the town? They’re starting to answer back.” His words resonated with a sense of urgency, as if he were trying to convey a truth that transcended their normal understanding of the world. She wanted to refute his claim, to argue that a traffic control system could not engage in a conversation, but the words caught in her throat. The synchronized movements of the teenagers had not appeared to be a mere coincidence.

“What do you mean, ‘answer back’?” she ventured softly, intrigued by the implications of his statement. Otto rubbed the back of his neck, his gaze still locked on the light. “You ever notice how people pause now? Not at the light itself—between steps, when it flares? It’s like they’re hearing something we aren’t.” His observation struck a chord within her, compelling her to reflect on the behavior of those around them. Emery followed his gaze upward, her eyes locking onto Beacon No. 6, which hung above the intersection like a miniature sun. Its panels were coated with grime, yet instead of dulling its brilliance, the dirt seemed to amplify its glow, creating a mesmerizing effect.

For a fleeting moment, she thought she saw something flicker through the amber light—a trace of another color, thin as a breath. Red. The realization sent a jolt through her, and she blinked rapidly, hoping to capture the vision before it slipped away. Yet, in the blink of an eye, it vanished, leaving her grappling with uncertainty and intrigue. The amber hue deepened once more, more intense than before, pressing down on her with the weight of warm fog that enveloped her senses. It was as if the very essence of the light was alive, pulsating with a rhythm that resonated with her heartbeat.

“You saw it too, didn’t you?” Otto murmured, reading the silence that settled between them like a heavy fog. His mouth twitched into an expression that was a strange blend of grin and grimace, revealing a mix of hope and apprehension. “First hint of the Red I’ve seen in weeks. Don’t tell me you didn’t catch it.” His excitement was palpable, igniting a spark of curiosity within her that she could hardly contain. Emery forced a nonchalant shrug, attempting to dismiss the significance of what she had perceived. “Probably just a reflection. Lens artifact,” she replied hastily, her words tumbling out too quickly, betraying her uncertainty.

Otto exhaled deeply, the sound half-laughter, half-exasperation. “Sure, Pike. Reflection or not, it’s fightin’ to be remembered.” His words hung in the air, a challenge to her skepticism that she could not ignore. She remained silent, the Hum beneath the cars throbbing louder now, a rhythmic pulse that resonated with her very core. The tension between them was palpable, a shared acknowledgment of the extraordinary circumstances they found themselves in, as if they were standing on the precipice of something monumental.

The Warm Weight of Memory

They stood together in the glow of the beacon, the silence between them thick enough to feel palpable. Emery attempted to jot down details, capturing dates and observations, but her pen scratched faintly against the page, refusing to leave any dark marks behind. It was as if even her handwriting had succumbed to exhaustion, reflecting the heavy atmosphere surrounding them. The weight of unspoken thoughts lingered in the air, and she felt the urge to record everything that seemed so fleeting and elusive. Yet, the more she tried to document their experience, the more the words slipped away from her grasp.

She surveyed the intersection, where movement was abundant but purpose seemed to be absent. A woman with grocery bags paused mid-step, smiling faintly as the light around them intensified, casting a warm glow on her face. Nearby, a man on a bicycle slowed without braking, effortlessly balancing at half-speed before drifting away into the distance. The momentary rhythm of life that once defined this place had been erased, replaced by a strange, unbroken continuity that felt almost surreal. It was as if time itself had succumbed to a lull, leaving their surroundings suspended in a state of perpetual twilight.

“What do you think happened, Otto?” she asked quietly, breaking the silence that enveloped them. “When did it all start for real?” Her voice was barely above a whisper, yet it carried the weight of her curiosity and unease.

He scratched his chin, smearing grease across his cheek as he pondered her question. “Maybe it all began when they took down the Reds,” he mused, recalling the moment when the change first took hold. “They said it was a calibration thing, remember? Some kind of update from the State Department of Transit. A new efficiency model.” His words hung in the air, heavy with implications.

“And nobody complained,” Emery remarked, half to herself, reflecting on the strange acceptance of these changes. “Why would they?” he replied, shrugging nonchalantly. “Traffic kept moving. No waiting, no stopping.” He flashed a crooked grin that suggested a deeper understanding. “No chance to think too much, either.”
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