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PROLOGUE

◆ ◆ ◆

Artillery thundered from behind the British lines. Shells screamed overhead to burst in the German trenches. Men climbed from the mud because they were told to. Because stopping meant no return. Because forward was still motion.

The earth ahead was black and torn open. Bodies lay where momentum had abandoned them. Some moved. Most did not. What remained of the 11th Battalion, East Lancashire Regiment, reached the final shell craters in the open ground before the enemy line. They pressed themselves low, helmets against the ground, waiting for machine guns to answer their advance. There was no return fire.

Then the signal came. Another push—before fear could take root. A lone British officer surged from his position. He drove himself forward through smoke and debris, boots slipping in churned soil, breath tearing through his chest.

“We must press on,” he shouted.

Then it began. Machine-gun fire cracked from the trench line ahead. Bullets tore through mist and mud with indifferent precision. He flinched as the thunder of German guns reached him and his men. He did not turn back.

A grenade landed close. The world lifted and folded. He lay unconscious, face pressed into the mud, blood flooding his mouth. When his awareness returned, it did so unevenly—screams first, then rifles, and eventually the shooting faded. The advance was broken.

He lay alone in the open ground between two armies. As the light failed and shadow crept across the field, he dragged himself forward. Pain bloomed, deep and spreading. He pressed a hand to his abdomen and felt warmth seeping through torn fabric. Crows descended as they always did—not in haste, not in fear. They landed among the fallen with practiced ease, stepping across broken limbs and heavy packs as though the ground now belonged to them.

“Hello?” he called softly, his voice scraped raw. “Is anyone else alive?”

Nothing answered. He crawled. Each movement tore something loose inside him. Cold bodies lay twisted nearby, uniforms stiff with mud and blood. Pain flared with every inch gained. He pressed his forehead into the dirt and waited for it to pass. It did not.

Then something slipped through the dark, close enough to feel. It did not echo. It did not come from a direction. It simply arrived. The officer forced himself onto his back. Dark mist thickened around him, curling low. The crows erupted skyward at once, screaming as they fled.

“Who goes there?” the officer demanded.

Something stood at the edges of vision. Tall. Still. As though it had been waiting for him to notice.

“How determined you are,” a voice replied. “Even now.”

The officer’s heart skipped a beat. His hand moved without thought—slipping beneath his coat, into the inner pocket pressed warm against his chest. The letter was still there. Folded. Softened by touch. Creased by habit. He closed his fingers around it until his hand shook.

The figure advanced. Moonlight revealed a form not whole—flesh clinging where it remembered being, bone laid bare where memory no longer cared. Vast wings unfolded behind it, stirring the air with slow, deliberate weight.

“Fear has stripped you,” it continued. “Pain has emptied you. Yet you persist.”

The officer’s breath rattled. Blood filled his mouth. Still, he did not release the letter—because it gave him strength and reminded him why he refused to let go. He coughed once—wet, broken—and laughed softly.

“I am not finished,” the officer declared, exposing the letter.

Then the air collapsed. Wings beat once overhead—violent, absolute. Claws closed around his throat and lifted him into the night. As he was held aloft, hidden from the world below, the creature’s ruined face hovered inches from his own.

“I was stayed once,” it said softly, “at the threshing floor of Araunah.”

Pressure tightened around the officer’s throat. His vision dimmed. Its gaze fixed upon him—not hatred, not hunger. Assessment.

“How callous death must be,” the officer whispered. “I will not surrender, even to death.”

“It will not end with you,” it said.

The creature’s wings stilled.

“You are claimed.”

A moment later, something lifeless fell back to earth.

The crows returned.


THE LETTER

◆ ◆ ◆

1

———

Three well-groomed men waited in the boardroom on the eightieth floor of Easton & Waverly Capital. The height did something subtle to people. Eighty floors up, Manhattan stopped feeling like a city and became a model—streets reduced to lines, traffic to motion without consequence. Clouds drifted past like slow, expensive décor and the glass held the world at a distance that made empathy optional.

The room was designed to be forgettable: worn carpet, white walls, chrome trim, and a table wide enough to prevent anyone from getting close. Forgettable was not an accident. Nothing here carried emotional weight. Nothing here invited confession. Even the table was a kind of barrier. Distance, institutionalized.

Jonathon Slade had built his life out of that distance. He sat mid-table, facing the doors. Two junior analysts sat beside him, bright with youth. They spoke in quiet bursts—sports, holidays, someone’s new apartment—as if noise might fill the dead space the building imposed.

Jonathon listened without participating. He had learned early that silence was a form of control. People filled it with themselves. They revealed their insecurity, their ambition, their need to be seen. Jonathon did not need to be seen. He needed to be correct.

The meeting was scheduled for 2:30 p.m. that afternoon. By 3:00 p.m., Henry Jensen still had not arrived. The juniors started adjusting their posture. Small glances at the doors. Their calm began to fail in increments. Peter, one of the more gifted and driven junior analysts, withdrew his mobile. The other junior analyst did the same, but Jonathon leaned toward them both.

“No phones.” Not loud. Just final.

The compliance was immediate, but the resentment lingered—a faint atmospheric shift, like static after a storm. It was always like that. Discipline purchased results, but it never purchased affection.

At 3:15 p.m., the doors opened. Trisha Harding entered first. Charcoal corporate attire. Tablet tucked to her side. She stood as though the room belonged to her—and in practice, it did. Trisha wasn’t a junior and she wasn’t Henry. She was the infrastructure between them.

“Gentlemen,” she said, “Mr. Jensen can spare five minutes. Not fifteen.”

The juniors straightened at once—folders lifted, posture sharpened. Jonathon remained seated. Henry Jensen followed her in without breaking stride. His suit was immaculate. Not “well-tailored”. Weaponized. The kind of fit that made a body look like it never slouched, never aged, never sweated. He carried himself like the room was an extension of him—a limb he used to reach for results.

He took the head seat and did not look down the table. “Let’s make it quick.”

Jonathon opened his folder. “We have the schedule prepared,” he began. “Contingencies included, we have put together a full portfolio analysis for the merger—”

“We just need your sign-off, sir,” Peter cut in, leaning forward as if speaking for the team.

The moment landed in Jonathon with a dull, familiar disappointment. Not surprise. Not anger. Just the quiet confirmation of something he already knew about people: they reached for attention the way they reached for oxygen.

Henry smiled—not at Peter’s words, but at his obedience. This was not leadership. This was gravity. The room bent around Henry Jensen because it had been trained to. Power did not require competence. It required consensus. And Jonathon, despite everything, still wanted to believe competence mattered. That want sat in him like a flaw.

“I’ll take it,” Trisha said, hand already extended.

Jonathon felt a weight settle behind his ribs. He slid the folder across the table. It moved slowly, the friction of paper against lacquered wood making it feel heavier than it was. Trisha took the folder and turned immediately, already moving. The moment did not belong to Jonathon’s team. It belonged to the machine.

Henry stood. “Good,” he said—and left.

Peter and the other junior followed him with their enthusiasm intact, still mistaking proximity for importance. They were young enough to believe a man’s attention could be earned by perfect posture and eager compliance. Jonathon had once believed that too.

Jonathon remained seated until the room was empty. When the door closed, the silence hit with a different shape. Not corporate silence—this was personal. Something unsatisfying settled where his respect had once lived. He could have corrected Peter. Could have insisted Henry listen and acknowledge their efforts. He didn’t. Not because he couldn’t. Because he understood the politics. There were consequences to exposing the machinery. Men like Henry preferred the illusion that their world ran on instinct and authority, not on the diligence and precision of others.

Jonathon looked down at the documents they had spent months preparing—alternate schedules, risk notes, hard numbers—as though order could substitute for recognition. For a moment he imagined ripping the pages in half. Not out of rage. Out of curiosity, to feel what it would be like to abandon his meticulous nature. Instead, Jonathon gathered the papers and aligned the edges. If something hurt, you made it neat.

He left the building in the late afternoon. Outside, the city met him with its usual indifference—horns layered over the low churn of engines, voices rising and falling in unfinished conversations, steam bleeding from vents in the street like the ground itself was exhaling something it could not contain.

The glass tower behind him reflected the street back at itself, doubling movement, doubling light, duplicating strangers in vertical panes that turned the world into choreography. He loosened his tie by half an inch, not enough to appear careless, only enough to ease the sensation of corporate hands clenched tightly around his throat.

◆ ◆ ◆

The bar looked exactly as it always had. Flinders Lane hadn’t changed in years and had no intention of starting. Dark wood. Soft lighting. A counter worn smooth by repetition. The façade carried no ambition beyond persistence, its windows tinted just enough to blur the interior into suggestion rather than display.

Lewis was serving behind the bar when he saw Jonathon enter. He poured bourbon without asking. Neat. The glass was placed precisely where his hand would reach without adjustment. He had calm hands, steady and unhurried—the hands of someone who could do the same task for thirty years without resentment. His eyes were older than his jokes. His jokes were older than his whiskey.

Jonathon removed his jacket and draped it over the back of the stool and took his seat while scanning the room for witnesses. He drank half his glass in one pull. The burn hit his throat and settled in his chest like a temporary solution. The heat spread in a controlled descent, not explosive but deliberate, drawing a line from mouth to sternum that he could follow with clinical awareness. He placed the glass back on the counter and watched the remaining bourbon settle.

The mirror behind the bar had begun to silver unevenly along its edges, leaving faint distortions that softened whatever stood before it. Faces lost sharpness, and shoulders curved slightly inward. Jonathon preferred it. Imperfection made the world feel less like a performance.

“You’ve got that look again,” Lewis said.

Jonathon didn’t answer immediately. He rotated the glass slightly, examining how the light refracted through its thickness and bent across the counter’s surface. There was comfort in the simplicity.

“My team spent three months building a plan,” Jonathon replied. “A junior handed it over like pocket change.”

The words emerged evenly, not sharpened by anger but weighted by restraint. His eyes remained fixed on the glass as though it were the proper recipient of the confession.

Lewis nodded once. “You want a woman,” he said. “Or you want a fight. Work gives you neither.”

Jonathon gave a short laugh that didn’t rise. It lived in his chest and died there. The statement carried no judgment, only an appraisal offered with the same truth and practicality Lewis applied to polishing glassware. Jonathon finished the drink and left soon after, before the alcohol could soften him into further confession.

◆ ◆ ◆

When Jonathon arrived home he set his house keys down in a shallow dish by the entryway and listened to the faint metallic chime as they met porcelain. There were no competing noises to absorb it, no television murmuring from another room, no secondary presence shifting weight in acknowledgment of his arrival.

He turned on a lamp. The switch clicked softly under his thumb, and a cone of warm light spread outward across the nearest surfaces, illuminating the coffee table and the edge of a rug without fully conquering the space. His laptop sat open on the dining table where he had left it that morning. The screen was asleep but not powered down, a small standby light pulsing in patient intervals. He crossed the room, tapped the trackpad, and the display bloomed into life with the brightness of an artificial dawn.

He scrolled without sitting. Headlines and commentary at first, then graphs rose and dipped with reassuring predictability. He moved the cursor mechanically, fingers operating with fluency while his attention drifted elsewhere, detached from the content that normally occupied him. Eventually, his focus loosened its grip on the screen and shifted toward the mantel across the room.

The letter.

Framed and mounted with a care that bordered on sentimental indulgence, it occupied a central position above the fireplace. Its edges were aligned squarely against the wall. The frame was old-fashioned, brass corners dulled with age, the glass slightly imperfect where time had introduced faint ripples into its surface. It was something that stood out, something that invited questions he had deflected with vague references to family history. He kept it anyway.

Jonathon closed the laptop halfway without shutting it completely and crossed the room with unhurried steps. The hum of the machine continued behind him, a low mechanical reassurance that something was still processing in the background. He stopped in front of the mantel and examined the letter through the glass.

“No one writes letters anymore,” he murmured, half to himself, half to the memory of lives lived in simpler but more rewarding times.

The words felt almost indulgent, a concession to nostalgia he did not normally permit. Dust had settled along the top of the frame and across the mantel’s surface in a thin, even layer that suggested neglect rather than decay. He stepped closer and lifted his sleeve to wipe the frame, pressing the fabric against the surface in a slow, circular motion. The cotton rasped faintly against the glass, and a clear streak appeared where the dust had been displaced.

But the case shifted.

His grip slipped.

It tilted forward more easily than he anticipated, its weight persisting past the balancing point before his hand could correct it. For a fraction of a second, he believed he could recover it, fingers tightening around the edge, but the smoothness of the object betrayed him.

The glass frame fell and shattered. The sound was sharper than it should have been in such a quiet house—one clean crack that split the room’s indifference. The impact fractured the pane in a precise spiderweb before gravity completed the act, scattering shards across the polished floor in bright, irregular patterns that caught the lamplight.

The letter slid free and came to rest near his shoes. Jonathon stared at it, his breath held unconsciously, the noise of the shattering glass still reverberating in the silence that followed. The paper lay flat against the floorboards, edges slightly curled where it had been pressed for decades.

He crouched and reached down. The movement felt strangely slow. As though the air resisted him. As though the house itself had become aware of his attention and wanted to savour it.

Jonathon’s fingers met the paper. The contact was ordinary for half a heartbeat—skin against fibre, dust against fingerprint. Then the room tightened. Not visually. Not audibly. Existentially.

The air gained weight, pressing subtly against his chest as though atmosphere itself had been recalibrated. The shadows held their breath. And somewhere in the house, distance rearranged itself—the certainty that he was alone stopped being true.

“Well,” a voice said nearby, “that was clumsy.”

Jonathon snapped his head up. A faintly transparent figure stood near the wall, half-lit by the lamp. The outline resolved gradually rather than instantly, as though his mind required a moment to reconcile the intrusion. A British officer’s uniform clung to the shape; the fabric caked with mud that had darkened into a permanent stain. Torn seams revealed the suggestion of underlying structure without exposing anything explicit. The boots were scuffed and stiff, their leather creased from prolonged wear.

He did not look theatrical. That was the worst part. He looked… retained. His posture held the disciplined exhaustion of someone who had once been required to remain upright for other men, shoulders squared out of duty rather than comfort.

Jonathon staggered back, one hand bracing against the edge of the mantel as his mind reached automatically for categories.

Hallucination. Intruder. Trauma. None of them fit.

The officer raised both hands.

“Careful, lad,” he said. “We don’t want you breaking as well.”

The voice wasn’t carried on air. It was inside Jonathon’s head. His heart hammered against his ribs, and his throat tightened as though constricted by an invisible hand. The letter he gripped was still just a letter but suddenly became terrifying. He dropped it on the nearest surface as if it were hot, then returned his gaze to the ghostly intruder.

“Who are you?” Jonathon asked.

The question emerged steadier than he felt, though the pitch sat slightly higher than usual, betraying strain. The officer glanced at the letter on the table.

“First,” he said, “that belongs to me.”

He stepped half a pace closer, not advancing so much as occupying more of the light.

“Captain Edward Slade,” he added after a moment. “Or I was.”

Jonathon’s brain latched onto the last name like a life raft. Slade.

“Great-grandfather?” Jonathon asked.

His family line, previously an abstraction whispered in conversations when he was a child, suddenly felt immediate, as though a hook had been driven through time and anchored in the present.

“This isn’t real,” Jonathon exclaimed.

Edward’s gaze fixed on the paper. “Do try not to lose it. The letter that is.”

The absurd practicality of the instruction struck Jonathon harder than any dramatic declaration might have. His breathing quickened despite his efforts to regulate it. He crossed to the nearest drawer and retrieved a plastic sandwich bag, the transparent material crackling loudly in the quiet room. His hands moved on instinct—contain the variable, preserve the evidence, reduce contamination. He slid the letter inside with shaking hands.

Edward regarded the plastic with something like dry amusement, one brow lifting slightly as the bag sealed with a final press along its edge.

“A sandwich bag,” he said mildly. “Quite the downgrade.”

Jonathon stared at him, struggling to keep his breathing steady.

“Why is this letter so important to you?” he asked.

Edward’s expression shifted subtly, the faint suggestion of humour receding into something more measured.

“I can’t go far from it,” he explained. “Roughly thirty paces from the letter. That is the limit. You take it, I follow. You lose it…”

He paused.

“I cannot say with confidence what occurs.”

Jonathon seized upon the specificity of it as though it were oxygen. He straightened slowly; the bagged letter held firmly in his hand. In that moment, he treated the supernatural the way he treated risk: as something that could be managed. Rules meant the impossible might still be comprehensible.

“You’ve been in my house this whole time?” Jonathon asked.

“On the mantel,” Edward said. “I watched your father and mother pass me daily. Never once noticing my presence. I watched you grow into a man.”

The casualness of that statement unsettled Jonathon more than any threat could have. He pictured generations moving through the same rooms, unaware of the figure stationed inches from their hands, a silent witness anchored to a rectangle of paper.

Jonathon felt a cold line slide down his spine at the thought of it: generations living and dying under the same roof, never noticing the dead man standing quietly among them.

“So, why me?” Jonathon asked.

The question carried less accusation than bewilderment.

Edward considered it. His expression remained controlled, chin slightly raised, posture disciplined despite the instability of his form. Yet something lived behind that restraint, a grief that had not dulled with time but had instead settled into him like sediment.

“I cannot say,” he replied. “Though it is a welcome change.”

That night, Jonathon didn’t sleep. Time stretched strangely around the letter. He lay on his back in the upstairs bedroom with the covers pulled all the way up to his chin. He stared at the ceiling where faint streetlight filtered through the blinds and cut pale bands across the plaster. The house had always made small settling sounds after dark—timber adjusting to temperature, pipes ticking faintly as water pressure recalibrated—but each creak now felt less like physics and more like intention.

The letter sat sealed on the wooden dining table below, enclosed in plastic that felt both protective and inadequate. Even from upstairs, Jonathon could picture its placement on the wood grain, the way lamplight would catch on the surface of the bag and turn it into a sterile membrane around something deeply human. He turned onto his side and then back again, aware that his body was tired while his mind refused to relinquish its vigilance.

Jonathon rose from bed confused the next day, the kind that lingers after strange dreams—too vivid to dismiss, too absurd to believe. For a long moment, he remained still beneath the sheets and tasted the dull weight of whiskey lingering at the back of his throat. Suburban noise cut through the walls—lawn mowers droning, a garage door grinding open, dogs barking somewhere down the street.

He sat up slowly, his head heavy, the weight of incomplete sleep settling at the base of his skull. He expected the comforting embarrassment of someone who had briefly lost perspective. Instead, when he descended the stairs, the living room below was still in shadow, but the faint morning light caught on the dining table. There sat the letter. An innocuous slip of paper enclosed in plastic, flattened and preserved with an almost clinical care, yet to Jonathon it now radiated quiet menace. It looked less like an heirloom and more like evidence: proof that something impossible had chosen him without consultation.

Jonathon approached it, his breathing shallow but controlled. He checked it twice, three times, as if the act of looking could stop it from being true. The bag remained sealed. The paper inside remained precisely where he had left it.

“Good morning,” Edward said. “You look quite unwell.”

Jonathon turned quickly, his stomach tight. Edward was leaning against the fridge as though he had always been there.

“You’re still here,” Jonathon replied, voice rough.

He only glanced at the figure at first, unwilling to grant the sight more validation than necessary.

“Naturally,” Edward said.

The single word landed with a certainty that could not be dismissed. Jonathon finally lifted his gaze and allowed himself to look directly at the apparition in the daylight. The transparency of Edward’s form was pronounced under morning light, yet no less present. The mud clinging to his uniform appeared darker in contrast to the sunlit room, and the tears in the fabric retained their sharp edges, as though the violence that caused them had not softened with time.

Jonathon collapsed into his usual position at the table and watched Edward the way he watched markets: for patterns, for tells, for the moment the system revealed its logic. Edward did not walk. He shifted into the hallway, his form gliding rather than stepping, though the illusion of footfall remained intact. He paused near the kitchen entrance. Always within a certain range of the letter, as if he were testing the edges of his leash. Jonathon estimated the distance, counting paces without staring. His jaw tightened.

“I need proof,” he said. “That this is real.”

The statement felt less like a plea and more like a demand directed at the world itself.

Edward inclined his head slightly. “Entirely reasonable.”

He paused, as though selecting the appropriate register. “Take me somewhere you cannot control. Somewhere with variables. And you shall have your proof.”

Variables. The word landed cleanly. Edward did not mean it as Jonathon meant it, yet Jonathon felt the hook all the same. A challenge. A problem space. The exhaustion that had weighed on him moments earlier sharpened into purpose. If the world had broken, then the break had rules. And rules could be learned. That thought, more than fear, carried him to his feet.

Jonathon reached for the letter and lifted it carefully, feeling the slight resistance of plastic against his palm. He retrieved his coat from the back of the chair and slid it on with mechanical precision. He closed the door as they left.

The morning outside felt brighter than usual, almost offensively ordinary. Traffic moved at its expected pace. Pedestrians crossed roads with phones in hand. The city offered no indication that its underlying logic had shifted. Edward moved at Jonathon’s side, sometimes half a step behind, sometimes slightly ahead, his form flickering faintly where sunlight intersected with transparency. For Jonathon, the brisk walk and short cab ride, with a ghost trailing him like a second shadow, was more unsettling than anything he had experienced in his life. Edward, however, took in the city with quiet fascination, absorbing its sights and sounds with all the wonder of a child.

◆ ◆ ◆

Easton & Waverly stood nearly empty. The lobby lights burned anyway. Even on a Saturday morning when no one was watching, money kept the stage lit. The security guard behind the desk nodded at Jonathon with trained respect. Edward surveyed the marble and glass. Glass everywhere.

Jonathon had never noticed how much of the modern world was made of reflection until Edward pointed it out. Doors, walls, lift panels—surfaces that pretended to be transparent while quietly doubling everything. They entered the lift and the doors slid closed with a smooth metallic whisper.

“It resembles nothing I have known,” Edward said.

Then he vanished through the floor as the lift ascended. One moment he stood beside Jonathon, the next he was gone, as though he fell through a trapdoor. Jonathon’s body reacted before his mind could, shoulders tensing, breath catching.

When Edward reappeared, it was abrupt enough that Jonathon flinched again. For a fraction of a second, the world behaved like a nightmare: a man present, then not, then present again in a different place without transition. Edward’s expression was controlled, but his annoyance was real.

“If you wouldn’t mind,” he said, “a little warning next time.”

Jonathon did not answer. He could not decide whether to apologize to a ghost or treat the complaint as data. The lift chimed softly at their floor, and the doors opened onto the familiar corridor of glass and carpet.

They walked along the main corridor until reaching his office, where Jonathon placed the letter on the desk. The room looked the same as yesterday. The same expansive view of a city rendered harmless by distance. The same wide table, the same high-backed chair and office furniture arranged with corporate symmetry.

Minutes later, Peter entered without knocking. “Mr. Slade? I didn’t expect to see you today.”

Jonathon thought for a moment. He considered if his first instinct might be poor judgment. Then he pulled the letter from its plastic sleeve and held it out.

“Good morning, Peter,” he said. “Could you please read this letter.”

The instruction was precise, neither rude nor warm. Peter hesitated only briefly before stepping closer and examining. He glanced once at Jonathon for context and received none. He reached and took the letter. Even the act of accepting it felt wrong. Peter held the paper as if it might contaminate him with sentimentality. Then he began to read.

My dearest Edward,

I wait for you every evening by the garden gate, my heart hoping to see you. I imagine the day you will walk back into my arms, and the touch of your hand warms my face once more.

The roses are blooming early this year, just like the summer we first kissed. I water them every morning, though I confess it feels like they bloom brighter for you, not for me.

The cottage is quieter than I ever thought it could be. Sometimes all I have is the tick of the clock when I sit alone in the evenings. I often read your last letter aloud just to hear your voice in my mind again. I keep your photograph by the bed, and every night I whisper it goodnight, as though you can hear me across the sea.

The war drags on, but I cling to hope. They say it will be over soon. They must be right, for the world cannot carry on like this. Promise me, Edward, promise me you will come back whole. You once told me that the thought of me gave you courage. Know that the thought of you is what keeps me also. Come home soon.

Forever yours,

With all the love a heart can hold,

Edith.

When Peter finished, he looked up.

“It’s a love letter,” he said. “What am I meant to be seeing?”

Jonathon said nothing. Silence was his instrument. He let it hang long enough that Peter shifted his weight slightly, the room’s sterility began to feel like pressure rather than calm. He watched for the smallest flicker of recognition, for a pause too long, for any indication that Edward’s presence registered with Peter.

Edward did not breathe. Jonathon considered if Edward might not need to. And yet something in the ghost responded as though breath still mattered—shoulders tightening, head low, the faint tremor of a man forced back into tenderness. Grief was not always loud. Sometimes it was simply present, refusing to leave the room.

“Thank you for reading that, Peter,” Jonathon said. “It was written by my great-grandmother.”

Peter nodded uncertainly and returned the letter to the desk. He did not linger after that. He backed out with polite confusion, as if he had stepped into the wrong meeting. When the door closed, Edward spoke.

“I heard her voice again,” he said quietly. “Not in my thoughts. In the room.”

Jonathon’s chest tightened—not with sympathy, not exactly, but with the sensation of another rule clicking into place. Edward wasn’t a performance. He wasn’t a trick of stress. He wasn’t haunting for attention. He was anchored. Held in place by a moment of love so dense it had become law. The thought should have been comforting. Instead, it felt like a warning.

“Only I can see you,” Jonathon conceded.

Edward lifted a brow. “A fair conclusion. Please, do not lose the letter.”

Jonathon huffed, resealing it in the bag as though reaffirming a boundary. The letter weighed almost nothing in his hand. That was the cruellest thing about it—how little weight it took to begin dismantling a life. Standing there in the boardroom, surrounded by glass and the appearance of power, Jonathon wondered whether he still measured up.


FAULT LINES

◆ ◆ ◆

2

———

Jonathon left Easton & Waverly through the revolving doors and stepped into a damp Manhattan morning. Rain never purified Manhattan, but it made the asphalt shine like oil and turned every surface into a low-grade mirror.

Edward followed him out and stopped immediately, craning his neck at the tower behind them. His gaze move upward in a slow, deliberate ascent, as if tracing the line of the building required effort rather than simply attention.

“This is the thing you worship every day,” Edward said.

He spoke like someone who had grown up beneath church spires and smoke, where height belonged to God or artillery, not commerce. In Edward’s century, tall things were either sacred or tactical. A high point meant the signal of a bell, a call to prayer, a lookout. This—this glass needle climbing into cloud—had none of those reasons. It did not guide anyone. It did not protect anyone. It did not even threaten in a direct way. It simply declared.

“Keep moving,” Jonathon said.

He moved through the crowd the way he moved through markets—assuming motion was neutral and danger could be navigated. His stride neither accelerated nor slowed as he fell effortlessly into the flow of pedestrians without thought. He had built a life on signals, on the idea that once systems revealed themselves the rules would follow.

Edward hurried after him, boots making no sound against the concrete, his form gliding through the turbulence of human movement without resistance. The way Edward moved through the world was not quite human in its economy; it was a soldier’s movement stripped of the small hesitations most people disguised as manners. Even without weight, he carried readiness in his shoulders, an alertness that treated every detail of his surroundings as a potential infringement.

They walked along 23rd Street with the rest of the flow. People moved fast and close, shoulders brushing without apology, faces angled forward as if eye contact were a resource too expensive to waste. The crowd moved as one organism, contracting and expanding at crosswalks, parting around obstacles without ever fully dispersing.

Above it all, the sky remained present, vast and indifferent, yet reduced. Jonathon did not usually look up. No one did unless they were lost or newly arrived. In Manhattan, the sky was not a ceiling so much as a narrow corridor, a strip of atmosphere framed between vertical planes of steel and glass.

Edward, though, kept glancing upward as if he could not help himself. Not with wonder. With suspicion. As though even the heavens had become a kind of construction, and he did not trust what men had done to it.

Surfaces at street level caught movement and held it half a second after it passed, replaying fragments of gesture and posture in warped repetition. A woman’s hand adjusting her scarf lingered in a puddle for a moment. A man’s raised phone existed both in his grip and by his side. The city offered incomplete echoes.

To Edward, it was normal. Reflections had acted this way for so long he forgot they could be any different. To Jonathon, it was new. Not wrong—just imprecise. He blinked, irritated with himself.

Edward still trusted his eyes; they had been trained to notice the small betrayals of ordinary behaviour.

“That man,” Edward exclaimed, pointing sharply across the street.

Jonathon followed the line of his gesture without breaking stride. A tourist in a bright jacket walked with his phone held out before him, smiling at something on the screen. A hand from another man in a green cap slipped into the tourist’s pocket and came out again with practiced precision.

The tourist did not notice. The pickpocket did not run. He simply melted into the flow like a drop of ink dissolving in water. The city closed around him and made him anonymous, swallowing the small violation without ceremony. Jonathon saw it and just kept walking.

Edward stopped. Not physically—he did not anchor himself to the ground—but something inside him halted. His posture tightened, shoulders rising a fraction as though bracing for impact. Edward’s century had been brutal, but it had been legible. Theft had consequence. Wrongdoing came with recognition—someone shouted, someone ran. Here, wrongdoing was casually ignored. Anonymous. The city absorbed it without offense.

Jonathon’s indifference was not cruelty. It was adaptation. Edward mistook adaptation for surrender.

“You noticed that?” Edward asked.

“I did,” Jonathon replied.

“And you’re doing nothing?”

The accusation carried less outrage than disappointment. Jonathon felt irritation rise not because he felt exposed, but because Edward presumed a shared moral framework that Jonathon no longer believed existed.

“I’m getting home,” Jonathon said flatly.

Edward’s voice sharpened. “In my day a man would—”

“In your day,” Jonathon stopped mid-stride and cut him off, the words emerging harder than he intended, “you could still pretend the world had a shared set of rules.”

The sentence hung between them for a moment longer than necessary while people streamed around them. He regretted the sharpness almost immediately, not because Edward did not deserve clarity, but because the words contained a truth that he preferred to leave unspoken. The modern world did not run on shared morality. It ran on private incentives, invisible systems, contracts no one signed.

Edward’s jaw set. Something in his expression closed like a door being shut with force but no sound. His eyes went colder, not toward Jonathon, but toward the world around them—as if the city itself had offended him. Edward muttered something under his breath. Jonathon caught only fragments—words shaped like older morals, syllables that carried weight in a century that had believed in banners and oaths. Then he fell quiet.

Jonathon noticed it because Edward was not normally quiet for long. Edward had spent a century with no one to speak to. Speech, when it came, carried urgency—the momentum of a man who had been unheard for too long. Now Edward’s silence felt different.

They reached the subway entrance. For Edward, the stairs leading down were a wound in the street—breath rising from it, metallic and stale, carrying the heat of machinery and the ghost of too many bodies packed together underground.

He stopped the way an animal stops at the edge of a trap. It was in his stance: feet placed wider, shoulders subtly braced, chin tucking as if anticipating shock. The city treated the underworld as routine. Edward treated it like a grave.

Jonathon kept walking.

He took three steps down before noticing that Edward had not followed. The flow of bodies pressed around him—shoulders brushing, shoes striking concrete in uneven rhythm, commuters descending without looking. Jonathon stopped, turned, and looked back up through the moving gap of strangers. Edward still stood at the top of the stairs, rigid and unmoving.

Jonathon lifted a hand in a sharp, impatient gesture. “Well?”

Edward did not move.

A man close to Jonathon muttered as he squeezed past. Another bumped his shoulder with deliberate irritation. Jonathon swore under his breath and pushed back up against the current, forcing his way through descending pedestrians until he reached the street again.

“What is it now?” he asked, the strain of the day already in his voice.

Edward’s jaw tightened. “I’d rather we did not go down there right now.”

The request was measured, but it carried the weight of something close to dread. Jonathon stared at him. He had not slept last night and spent the morning discovering that death apparently came with opinions. He had adjusted to each new absurdity because there had been no other choice. But the city was still the city. Trains still ran. People still went where they needed to go. The world had not stopped simply because his situation had become impossible. And now the ghost wanted him to reroute his commute because the subway made him uncomfortable.

Something in Jonathon gave way.

“Fine,” he said.

He reached into his coat, pulled out the plastic bag, and looked at it for half a second. The letter sat inside its absurdly modern sheath—fragile, old, and ruinously important for reasons he had never asked to inherit. The bin beside the railing stood open, lined with damp cardboard cups and folded takeaway wrappers.

Jonathon dropped the bag into the bin. The motion was small. Almost casual. He looked back at Edward once—not for permission, but to confirm the result. Edward’s composure faltered—just enough to betray it mattered. Jonathon turned and went down the stairs. This time he did not look back.

The current of bodies carried Jonathon forward without question—coats brushing, shoes striking tile, the low tide of commuters moving with the practiced indifference of people who had done this thousands of times before.

The city absorbed him the way it absorbed everyone. For the first time since yesterday, he felt something close to normal. Here, he was just another passenger in the machinery of the city. No ghosts. No impossible inheritance. Just the familiar grind of trains and schedules and anonymous motion.

He let himself drift with the crowd toward the ticket machines. The first machine was dark and lifeless. The second blinked a dull error message across its screen, the card slot pulsing like an exhausted eye. Someone slapped the side of it in irritation before moving on. Jonathon raised his card to the reader, but the screen flickered, hesitated, then died completely. Of course. He exhaled slowly and turned toward the service window.

The attendant sat behind the glass with the still patience of someone who had mastered the art of not caring. A plastic divider separated the queue from the counter. When Jonathon reached the front, the man slid the small metal tray open without looking up.

“Card,” the attendant said.

Jonathon offered a polite smile. “Machine’s down.”

The attendant finally lifted his eyes. There was no curiosity in them. No irritation either. Just a dull, institutional indifference, as if Jonathon had interrupted something far more important than selling tickets.

“They break,” the man said flatly.

Jonathon’s smile lingered a moment longer than necessary. “That they do.”

The attendant stared at him through the glass, the faint crease between his brows suggesting Jonathon had somehow made the exchange stranger than it needed to be. The ticket printed with a dry mechanical whine. The tray slid back.

“Next.”

Jonathon stepped aside, the warmth he had attempted dissolving into the fluorescent air like breath in winter. He moved toward the platform. The train had not yet arrived, but the crowd had already formed its loose geometry along the yellow line—people angled toward the doors they expected would appear, eyes lowered, shoulders turned inward. Jonathon took a place near the middle and waited. Someone brushed past him hard enough to knock his elbow. A man speaking loudly into his phone stepped directly into Jonathon’s space, forcing him half a pace back. No apology followed. The conversation continued uninterrupted.
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