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Prologue

The Quiet Things No One Counts

––––––––
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Most problems don’t announce themselves.

They don’t crash or shout or leave obvious messes behind. They slip in quietly, hiding in routines people trust too much to question. In places that feel safe. Familiar. Ordinary. Like a school cafeteria at lunchtime. Or a town that believes it already knows its own history.

Oakhaven was the kind of town where people thought they noticed everything. Teachers recognized every face in the hallway. Shop owners knew exactly how many steps it took to cross Main Street. The river curved where it always had. The clock tower chimed on time. Nothing seemed out of place.

That was why no one worried when small things went wrong. A dollar missing here. A map that never quite worked there.  Too small to panic about. Too boring to investigate.

Most people assumed mistakes happened because people were careless. Or unlucky. Or because “that’s just how things are sometimes.” Then they moved on. But not everyone in Oakhaven believed that.

Sam believed that systems behaved like puzzles. If something repeated itself—quietly, politely—it meant the system was doing exactly what it was designed to do, even if no one had intended the result.

Mia believed that numbers told stories, as long as you listened patiently enough. She liked the way patterns revealed themselves only after you stopped rushing them.

Jake believed that the most interesting problems were the ones nobody else thought were problems at all. Together, they didn’t look for trouble. They noticed it.

They noticed when things didn’t disappear all at once, but in careful pieces. When mistakes followed rules. When maps failed in the same way every time. When answers existed—but only if you tilted your head and asked a different question.
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