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I try to open my eyes.

They feel heavy.

Something hurts.

Bad.

My face.

Swollen. Like it’s been hit again and again.

There’s something in my mouth. I try to scream, but no sound comes out.

My throat is dry. Burning.

My vision returns slowly.

It’s dark.

A single bulb hangs from the ceiling, flickering — barely enough to see.

My hands and legs are tied. They ache.

So much.

The room is small. Empty.

No windows.

Just a door in the corner.

Then I hear it.

Footsteps.

Slow.

Getting louder.

Nearer.

The doorknob twists.

The door creaks open.

He stands there.

And I know him.

There's a knife in his hand.

The blade shines under the weak light.

So do his eyes.

Dark.

Too dark.

I close my eyes.

—-
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The loud ringtone from my phone makes me jump on the bed.

I grab it.

Shit.

Shit.

Shit.

I’m late.

Very late.

Eric is going to kill me.

I rush to the bathroom. There’s no time to shower.

I just brush my teeth.

I pull on my jeans. Trembling, I slip into my shoes and coat.

A quick look in the mirror.

The same green eyes stare back at me.

Tired—but not scared.

Not anymore.

And then I’m out.

Second week at my new job, and I’m already late.

I just hope I make it before Eric.

Eric.

My boss.

And a pain in the ass.

I think he hates me.

Or maybe he just hates everyone.

I take the subway, run two blocks, juggle Starbucks cups for Eric and the others at the office—and finally make it to the building.

I sprint toward the elevator.

The doors are closing.

Come on.

Someone please hold it.

Pretty please.

Someone does.

I rush in, pressing the button.

Smiling at me is Noah.

I smile back.

“Hey, you’re late.”

“So are you,” I smirk.

“Yeah. Late night?”

He sounds interested.

“No. Alarm issue, actually.”

He smiles again.

I like his smile.

There’s something about Noah that feels... good.

He’s the happy kind of guy.

I smile to myself for a moment.

Yes, a moment only.

Because that part of my heart is shut down after Josh.

There’s no room for anyone right now.

“See you around,” he says.

“See you around.”

I step out.

Then I see him.

Eric.

His eyes narrow the moment he spots me.

Shit.

He’s here.

He stands and walks toward my desk as I hurriedly place the coffee cups down.

“Oh, look who’s here,” he says.

“Ms. Crystal.”

“Hi, Eric.”

“Oh hi, Crystal.”

Eric’s eyes flick to the clock on the wall.

Then back to me.

Slow.

Deliberate.

“Well,” he says, clapping his hands once, “nice of you to finally join us.”

I swallow.

“I—there was an issue with—”

“Save it,” he cuts in.

“You’re not special, Crystal. The deadline doesn’t move because you overslept.”

My jaw tightens.

“I thought the article was due by end of day,” I say carefully.

Eric smiles.

The kind that doesn’t reach his eyes.

“It was,” he says.

“Yesterday.”

My stomach drops.

“The community profile piece,” he continues.

“The one I reminded you about. Twice.”

I open my mouth. Close it again.

“I’ll finish it today,” I say.

“I stayed late on Friday, I just needed—”

“You just needed to do your job,” he snaps.

His voice is louder now. A few heads turn.

“That’s how this works.”

Heat crawls up my neck.

Eric leans against my desk, arms crossed.

“You know what the problem is?” he says.

“You look busy, but nothing ever seems... finished.”

A pause.

Then—“So here’s what we’re going to do.”

I already don’t like the sound of that.

“You’ll finish the article,” he says.

“After you earn the privilege.”

I look up.

“Earn—?”

“The archives,” he says.

“Basement level. Old files. Boxes nobody’s touched in years.”

Of course.

“There’s a set of background reports from eight years ago,” he continues.

“City zoning disputes. I need them. Today.”

I nod.

“Okay.”

“And Crystal?” he adds, pushing off the desk.

“No elevator shortcuts. Take the stairs. Consider it... motivation.”

A few quiet snickers ripple through the office.

Eric walks away.

My hands shake as I pick up my notebook.

I force myself to breathe.

Just get through the day.

—-
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The archive room smells like dust and paper and something old.

Really old.

I close the door behind me and finally let out the breath I’ve been holding.

My chest tightens.

I lean back against the metal shelves, eyes closed.

Seattle.

I still can’t believe I’m here.

A year ago, I was packing my life into two suitcases, leaving Oak Ridge behind like it was a crime scene.

New city.

New job.

New version of me.

Or at least, that was the plan.

Seattle was supposed to be quiet.

Anonymous.

A place where no one knew my name—or hers.

Where no one whispered.

Where the past couldn’t follow me.

I open my eyes.

So much has changed since Oak Ridge.

And yet... it still feels close. Too close.

I shake the thought away and start flipping through files.

Zoning.

Permits.

Old disputes.

Paper after paper.

After a few minutes, my breathing slows.

My hands steady.

Work helps.

It always has.

—-
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When I step back into the hallway, file folder tucked under my arm, the office feels louder somehow.

Brighter.

As I pass Eric’s office, the TV mounted on the wall catches my eye.

Breaking news.

The anchor’s face is serious.

“...police are asking for the public’s help in locating a missing girl—”

I stop.

The screen shows a photo.

Young.

Dark hair.

Wide eyes.

My pulse stutters.

“...last seen late Saturday night...”

The sound around me fades.

A missing girl.

Seattle suddenly feels very small.
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Emily James.

Twenty years old.

Missing for three days.

Something twisted in my stomach.

A familiar face flashed in my mind. I pushed it away.

Maybe she’s just away.

Maybe she’ll come back.

Maybe.

It sounded like a prayer even to me.

I returned to my desk, switched on my computer, and forced myself to focus.

The article glowed on the screen, words waiting to be shaped.

“Knock knock.”

I looked up to see Kendall setting a coffee cup on my desk.

“I saw you bringing coffee for everyone else but yourself,” she said.

“Thought this might help.”

She lifted her brows, nodding toward Eric’s office.

I rolled my eyes.

“You’re a lifesaver.”

“Rule number one of journalism,” she said, leaning against the desk.

“Never take anything personally. This field is full of assholes.”

I nodded.

“People like Eric?” she continued.

“They exist to make life miserable. You ignore them, you survive.”

I picked up the coffee.

“I needed this. And that.”

“Anytime, babe.”

She winked and walked off.

Kendall was a badass—looks and attitude.

Honey-blonde hair, sharp eyes, a confidence that filled the room without effort.

She’d been here long enough to know everyone, and from day one, she’d made sure I didn’t feel invisible.

I sipped my coffee and got back to work.

By lunchtime, I submitted the article.

Eric still looked irritated, but he didn’t say much.

I took that as a win.

The restaurants behind the building were packed, as always.

I was passing a café when I spotted Noah.

He waved.

“Hey! Join us?”

Two others sat with him—probably from his department.

Noah worked for the same newspaper, different floor, different world.

“Hi, Crystal.”

He pulled out a chair.

“Hey.”

“Busy day, huh?”

“Always.”

“What can I get you?” he asked.

“Oh, I’ll grab it myself.”

“Come on,” he said, already standing.

“We’re ordering anyway.”

I hesitated.

“A sandwich is fine.”

“Sandwich it is.”

As he walked to the counter, I noticed it again—tall, broad shoulders, dark hair, glasses that somehow made him look even better.

There was something easy about him. Familiar. Safe.

“Are you friends with Noah?” the girl across the table asked.

“Not really,” I said.

“We work in the same building.”

“Oh. Nice.”

They were quiet after that—a little awkward, a little shy.

Noah returned with the food and slid a basket toward me.

“Got you fries too.”

“That’s really nice of you,” I said before I could stop myself.

He smiled.

And I smiled back.

“Have you seen the news today?” the other guy asked Noah.

“About that missing girl.”

My ears sharpened instantly.

Noah nodded, taking a bite of his sandwich.

“Yeah.”

“They said it’s been three days already.”

“That’s awful,” the girl said softly.

“I heard someone at the office saying maybe she ran away,” the other guy added.

“Could that be true?” she asked.

“You never know,” Noah said.

“I just hope she’s safe,” I said.

Noah looked at me then.

Really looked.

There was concern in his eyes, like he was searching for something in my face.

I reached for a fry, and our fingers brushed for a second.

A spark ran through me.

Something I thought was dead stirred—slow, cautious, but alive.

He smiled, just slightly.

I looked away.

There was tension.

Quiet.

Unspoken.

But there.

I thanked him and headed back to the office.

The rest of the day dragged but stayed calm.

I spent most of it buried in old articles, pulling information for Eric’s work—keeping my mind busy, trying not to think about the missing girl... or the way Noah’s eyes had lingered on mine.

—-
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By the time I left the office, it was already dark.

I took the subway.

Subways are always... safe.

I hate that my building is on a deserted street.

Walking home at this hour always gives me chills.

When I first moved to Seattle, I stayed with a distant aunt for a while.

It was... difficult.

Especially with her nine cats.

I was lucky to find this apartment within a week.

A cozy two-bed studio.

Still looking for a roommate, but since I don’t really know anyone here yet, it hasn’t been easy.

When I entered the building, I noticed boxes near the entrance.

More boxes on my floor.

And a few stacked beside the next apartment.

Someone moved in.

I went inside my place, dropped my bag, and closed the door.

I’d barely taken two steps when the doorbell rang.

I opened it.

And froze.

Handsome.

No—

Hot.

“Hi, neighbor,” he said.

“Hi,” I managed.

“I’m Chris.”

“Crystal.”

“I just moved in.”

Up close, he was unfairly attractive.

Broad shoulders under a fitted T-shirt.

Defined arms.

A sharp jawline and deep blue eyes.

Like he’d stepped straight out of a movie.

“Great,” I said, though I had no idea what else to say.

“Do you mind if I do some interior work?” he asked.

“It might get a little loud. It’s kind of late.”

I did mind.

But I heard myself say, “No, that’s okay.”

“I saw you coming in—were you coming from work?”

“Yeah. I’m a journalist. I work at NewsDaily.”

“Oh. That’s cool.”

“Are you new to Seattle?” I asked.

“Yeah. Just got here three days ago.”

Three days.

Something clicked.

I didn’t know what yet.

“I should go,” I said quickly.

“I’m pretty tired.”

“Oh—yeah. Sorry for keeping you.”

“It’s fine,” I said.

“See you around.”

“See you.”

I closed the door and leaned against it.

Too hot to be living next door.

How was I supposed to see him every day and stay normal?
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I stand under the shower longer than I need to.

Let the hot water rinse away the day. The noise. The weight.

Later, I microwave the lasagna and curl up on the couch, a movie playing in the background.

I try to watch. I really do.

But my mind won’t stay still.

Too much happened today. Eric. Noah. Chris.

And yet, the face that keeps returning isn’t theirs.

It’s hers.

The missing girl.

Where is she right now? Is she cold? Is she scared?

The thought tightens something in my chest.

Sydney took a piece of my heart with her. A piece nothing ever replaced.

Not even Josh.

Oak Ridge couldn’t hold me anymore. Neither could he.

I had to leave them both.

The movie keeps playing. I don’t remember when my eyes close.

—-
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The next morning is better.

My alarm goes off on time. I actually get out of bed.

I eat breakfast. Real breakfast. And for once, I put in some effort while getting ready.

A white fitted top. Brown pants. Hair loose.

In the elevator, I see the girl from the second floor. She always looks rushed. Like she’s carrying too many hours in one day.

Probably working two jobs. She’s always coming or going. Always.

On the ground floor, the old man sits outside his door, newspaper in hand.

“Good morning,” I say, trying to be friendly.

He looks at me. Then nods.

No smile. Not even a flicker.

Gosh.

Why does everyone around me feel so... draining?

I leave anyway, forcing a smile that fades the moment I step outside.
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