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  This book is dedicated to the woman who showed me what it truly means to love and to be loved — a love that changes you, consumes you, and lingers long after goodbye. Her presence taught me that even the briefest moments of real love can last a lifetime.
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If anyone glanced over at him, they’d know one thing immediately — Elias Hart fucking hated hospitals.

It wasn’t the needles or the machines or even the people — it was the smell. That thick, sterile, lemon-sanitizer scent that somehow always carried an undertone of death. Even in the private oncology wing, where everything gleamed and hummed quietly, it still clung to the air like an uninvited guest, whispering reminders of things no one wanted to face.

He shifted in his seat in the waiting room, knee bouncing in quiet rebellion. His appointment had been for 3:30. It was now 4:07. The longer he sat there, the more he hated every second of it. The chairs were hard, the carpet too clean, and the low hum of fluorescent lights grated against his nerves. He imagined the air ducts were breathing — and they were, slowly pumping the sterile, lifeless smell through the building like a warning.

A nurse called his name softly — “Mr. Hart?” — and he followed her down a hallway that seemed too bright, too polished, too empty. Every step echoed. His shoes squeaked faintly against the tile, each noise announcing his approach.

Dr. Jonathan Klein’s office was nothing like a doctor’s office should be. There were no degrees on the wall, no pictures of smiling families. Just a minimalist desk, a few medical models, and a dying fern in the corner, leaning toward the sunlight it could never reach. Elias almost smiled at that. Even the plants couldn’t survive in this place.

Klein entered a moment later, expression already telling the story before his words could. The man had the look of someone preparing to walk into traffic, shoulders tight, eyes softening — that measured sympathy doctors are trained to wear.

“Elias,” he said, sitting across from him, voice steady. “Thank you for coming in.”

Elias leaned back in his chair, folding his hands in his lap. “You make it sound like I had a choice.”

The doctor smiled faintly but didn’t answer. Instead, he opened a folder. The sound of paper shifting was suddenly deafening, each page a small hammer striking against his chest.

And just like that, in a fraction of a second, Dr. Klein became Dr. Doom.

“Let’s talk about your scans.”

Klein’s voice came in fragments — technical, calm, rehearsed. Metastatic… spread… aggressive…

Elias heard the words, but they bounced off him like pebbles against glass. His mind stalled somewhere between advanced stage and inoperable.

“Wait,” Elias interrupted, his voice low but sharp. “You’re saying it’s… terminal?”

Klein nodded once. “We can discuss treatment options — but statistically speaking, you’re looking at eighteen to twenty-four months, give or take. It’s unpredictable.”

Unpredictable.

The word landed like a cruel joke. Elias had built his life on algorithms, on structure, on predictability. Everything could be optimized, managed, debugged — everything except this.

The doctor continued, words dissolving into background noise. Something about clinical trials, nutrition, hope — but Elias didn’t hear them. He stared at the floor, at the veins of marble blurring in and out of focus, his thoughts screaming in silence.

He wasn’t afraid. Not yet. Mostly, he was angry.

Angry that it was happening to him.

Angry that the world would keep going — tomorrow morning, someone would still honk their horn in traffic, a barista would still misspell his name, some idiot would still argue about politics online.

And angry that he, Elias Hart — a man who spent his life building systems to predict everything — hadn’t seen this coming.

Klein’s voice softened. “You’re young. Otherwise healthy. I know this isn’t easy to hear.”

Elias forced a humorless smile. “You think?”

The doctor hesitated, then slid a card across the desk. “There’s a counselor I can refer you to. She works with young adults facing—”

“I’m good,” Elias cut in, pushing the card back. “Thanks, though.”

Klein nodded. “If you change your mind.”

He wouldn’t.

Klein handed Elias a sealed envelope. He grabbed it, stood up, and made a swift exit from the office.

At 4:13 p.m., Elias walked out of that office a different man than the one who had walked in. His stride looked the same, heartbeat steady, but something inside him had gone quiet — that unshakable hum of future plans, erased.

He stepped into the elevator and caught his reflection in the stainless steel doors.

Six-foot-one, athletic, composed — the kind of man strangers would glance at and think, he’s got it together.

If only they knew.

By the time he hit the ground floor, the air felt heavier.

The hospital lobby buzzed with the ordinary — a nurse pushing a patient in a wheelchair, a child crying near the vending machine, a man pacing with flowers in his hand.

Life.

Still happening.

Without him.

Elias pushed through the automatic doors that led into the city. Car horns, chatter, the distant wail of sirens — the city swallowed him whole.

He inhaled deeply, letting the mix of rain, exhaust, and concrete fill his lungs.

The world was still spinning.

He just wasn’t sure if he wanted to keep up anymore.

And somewhere in the corner of his mind, a quiet thought whispered:




Nothing will ever be the same.
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The sliding doors of St. John’s Medical Center sighed open, releasing Elias Hart into a city that kept moving, indifferent to the weight he now carried. The air smelled like rain and exhaust. His hands were still cold from the hospital room, and the envelope in his pocket felt heavier than it should — heavier than any man should have to carry.

Two years. Maybe less.

Stage IV. Inoperable. No treatment worth trying. The words replayed in his head like a cruel, endless loop. But Elias didn’t cry. He didn’t scream. He just nodded, thanked the doctor, and walked out.

He crossed the street in a daze, trying to remember where he’d parked. His black Audi sat at the curb, right beneath a sign that clearly read No Standing Anytime. He’d left it there that afternoon, telling himself it wouldn’t matter — a small rebellion in a day full of fear.

But someone was there now, standing beside the car with a pad in hand.

A traffic cop.

She was writing a ticket with mechanical precision, her pen scratching against paper like a tiny guillotine. Her uniform was neat, her posture steady, but her eyes… they looked tired. Not the kind of tired you sleep off — the kind you learn to live with.

Elias stopped a few feet away, trying to gather the strength to confront the absurdity of it all.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” he muttered, voice sharp, laced with disbelief.

The woman didn’t look up. “The sign says no standing.”

“I was in there for twenty minutes.”

She flicked her pen, tore the ticket from the pad. “Then you’ll be twenty minutes lighter in the wallet.”

Her tone was firm, but there was no malice. Just routine. Discipline. Elias almost smiled — almost.

“Rough job,” he said, tilting his head like a man sharing a secret.

She glanced up, meeting his eyes for the first time. Brown. Sharp. Tired but unflinching. “Only when people park like they own the place.”

He exhaled through his nose, something between a laugh and a sigh. “What if I told you I just found out I’m dying? Would you still give me the ticket?”

Her hand froze mid-motion. For a heartbeat, she didn’t breathe. He could see her debating whether to pity him or call his bluff. When she spoke, her voice was quieter, but steady:

“Everyone’s dying, mister,” she said. “I just write faster than most.”

Elias grinned, daring now. “So, you’re saying you’d outrun Death himself? Impressive. I like your style.”

She raised an eyebrow, a faint smirk tugging at the corner of her lips. “Flattery won’t get you out of a ticket. But points for effort.”

“Hmm,” he said, leaning casually against the hood of his car, the envelope still clutched in his pocket. “What about charm? Does that work?”

“Charm?” She shook her head, laughing softly, but it didn’t reach her eyes entirely. “I’ve been around charm my whole life. Most of it is useless.”

“Good thing I’m terminal, then. Gives my charm a little weight, don’t you think?”

For a moment, the city noise receded. There was only him, her, and the tiny dance of words that somehow felt dangerous and thrilling at once.

She tucked the ticket beneath his windshield wiper, then turned away. Her boots clicked against the pavement — confident steps, deliberate pace, like someone who had long ago stopped letting strangers see her flinch.

Elias watched her go, feeling a spark of something he hadn’t felt in months: amusement, desire, the faintest glimmer of hope.

He pulled the ticket free and folded it carefully.

“Guess I’ll see you around, Officer Reyes,” he murmured.

From a few steps away, she didn’t turn, just called over her shoulder: “Not if you park legally next time.”

Elias smiled, shaking his head. “Where’s the fun in that?”

And for the first time since hearing the word terminal, something inside him flickered — small, defiant, alive.

Somewhere deep inside, a clock began to tick.

A story had just begun.
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Elias walked to the corner where she had turned, slowing his pace to watch her move. Clara Reyes wasn’t just walking; she was commanding the street, a subtle authority in every step, each movement economical, precise, almost like a dance he wasn’t invited to but couldn’t look away from.

Elias didn’t usually notice the little things — the rhythm of a city sidewalk, the way sunlight flickered through a hair strand, the soft exhale someone gave when no one was watching. But that afternoon, as he continued to walk away from the black Audi, tucking the now folded yellow traffic ticket carefully in his pocket, everything about her stuck.

Clara moved down the line of crappily parked cars like a sniper picking targets. Pen in hand, pad tucked under her arm, eyes sharp, alert. Elias should have been angry — annoyed at the universe for delivering him this absurd confrontation — but instead, he felt… intrigued. Curious.

Something about her was different. There was a tension in her posture, a quiet edge of someone who had seen too much yet refused to break. He noticed the way her jacket rode slightly on her hips when she bent over a hood, the subtle flick of her wrist as she signed off another ticket. Alive. Alert. Dangerous.

He cleared his throat. “Officer Reyes,” he said quietly, testing the sound of her name on his tongue like it was candy — sweet, forbidden, intoxicating.

She glanced over her shoulder, one eyebrow arched. “Yes?”

“I… uh… you do this every day?” he asked, as if the absurdity of the moment demanded conversation.

She let out a short, dry laugh, a sound that was equal parts amusement and challenge. “Do what?”

“Write tickets. Stand in the rain. Be hated by every single New Yorker.”

Her lips quirked in a half-smile. “Somebody has to. Might as well be me.”

He stepped closer, casual but deliberate. “Ever feel like… maybe you should quit and start a rebellion? You’d have my vote.”

Her eyes narrowed, the faintest spark of mischief appearing. “You’d vote for me? I don’t even know you.”

He grinned. “That’s the point. You could be the most terrifying vigilante Manhattan has ever seen. And I’d follow your ticket-writing army anywhere.”

She laughed, a real laugh this time, sharper, melodic. “Watch it, mister. I don’t do endorsements lightly.”

“Good,” he said, leaning a little closer, lowering his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “I like my endorsements exclusive.”

Her pen tapped against her pad. Elias noticed how her fingers moved — nimble, efficient, yet there was something delicate in the way she handled it. He thought about how little control she allowed anyone to have over her, and how lethal that combination could be.

“You know,” he said, pretending to glance at the street, “you’ve got this intimidating, ‘don’t mess with me’ thing going… but I can see it under the surface.”

“Under the surface?” she asked, eyebrows raised.

“Yeah. Soft edges. You laugh at the right moments. You notice things. You… care.”

She shook her head, but he caught the smallest twitch at her mouth — a reluctant grin trying to escape. “Careful,” she said, voice low. “Flattery is a dangerous game.”

He laughed softly. “Good. I like danger.”

She tilted her head, challenging him without words. “You’re bold for someone who just got a ticket.”

“I like to live on the edge,” he said, stepping just a fraction closer, smiling in a way that dared her to challenge him. “Besides… I hear death gives you a new sense of adventure.”

Her eyes flicked up, scanning him like she was measuring the weight of his joke. “Death, huh? Romantic angle or dark humor?”

“Both,” he said, a smirk tugging at his lips. “Depends on who’s asking.”

Her lips curved, teasing now, playing along. “Officer Reyes. Always professional. Don’t let charm get in the way of duty.”

He feigned a bow. “Yes, ma’am. But if duty allows, maybe a coffee sometime? I promise I don’t bite… much.”

She laughed — a genuine, full laugh this time, breaking her professional mask for a fraction of a second. “Coffee? You’ve got guts, mister.”

“Not guts. Just recklessness,” he said, grinning. “And trust me… I’ve been told I’m excellent company under extreme circumstances.”

For a long beat, there was silence. The kind of silence that hums with tension, where two strangers acknowledge something unspoken — the faint, irresistible pull between them, a spark neither could yet explain.

Elias tapped the pocket with the ticket inside as if it were a talisman. “I’ll see you around,” he said, voice low, teasing, intimate.

Clara didn’t respond immediately. She just nodded and returned to her work, but he caught it — that faint twitch at the corner of her mouth, a hint of a smile that refused to vanish entirely.

He walked away, chest tight but not panicked — anticipation. He didn’t know it yet, but fate had decided this encounter was only the beginning.

Somewhere in the folds of that afternoon, a story was beginning to write itself — one neither of them could yet understand, one that would demand everything from them, and ultimately, take more than either could bear.

And Elias Hart, terminal or not, was already hooked.
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Walking back to his Audi, Elias’s mind drifted, untethered, replaying the absurdity of the encounter. A dying man, standing in a no-standing zone, flirting with a traffic cop like he had nothing to lose. Yet for the first time in years, someone hadn’t blinked at his name, at his face, at the invisible weight of his inheritance. Someone didn’t know who he was.

Not Alexander Vale’s son. Not Mara Hart’s boy. Not the carefully hidden heir of a tech empire whose reach had touched every corner of communication in the world. Just… him.

His mother, Mara, a former journalist for The New Yorker, had given up everything — her career, her bylines, her professional pride — to keep him out of the public eye. She had been meticulous, determined. And she had succeeded.

His father, Alexander Vale, a billionaire tech mogul who had revolutionized the way people connected, had lived under constant scrutiny. Yet he had shielded his family. Marriage through religion, no legal trail — everything private, carefully concealed. And still, despite the isolation, despite the mountains, trees, and dense woods surrounding their Cold Springs compound, his father had been a present, loving parent.

Elias had grown up in a world of secrecy and luxury intertwined. Cold Springs was small, quiet, picturesque, but their primary estate occupied three square miles of hidden, pristine land. A high, imposing privacy fence ran along the perimeter. Inside, the world was vast — a private sanctuary of manicured lawns, infinity pools that reflected the sky like mirrors, sprawling gardens, hidden tennis courts, and treehouses for games that never truly ended.

Elias had been given everything a child could want: spacious rooms that felt more like apartments than bedrooms, private chefs, birthday parties that stretched over days, private tutors and schools, and freedom within limits only his mother and father could enforce. Every detail of his life had been curated — yet within it, he had found a strange, sharp independence.

After graduating from MIT, his father had gifted him a penthouse in the heart of the city. A place that defied gravity and convention. Floor-to-ceiling windows wrapped around the entire floor, reflecting the city below like an enormous aquarium. The space smelled faintly of polished oak and new leather — a haven from the world, and from the obligations of being an heir.

He walked along the curb, his black Audi waiting, engine quietly humming in the drizzle of early evening. The city pulsed around him, neon lights bouncing off wet asphalt, taxis honking, footsteps splashing through puddles. And yet, the memory of Clara lingered, like smoke in his mind that refused to dissipate.

Her brown eyes, sharp and unflinching, haunted him. That first laugh, that flicker of amusement she hadn’t tried to hide. She was fire contained in a uniform, alive and unpredictable, and completely oblivious to who he was. It was intoxicating.

He had never been in this position before. Never had he had to navigate normality, anonymity, vulnerability — and yet, in the chaos of a city street, facing someone entirely unaware of his world, he had felt… free.

Elias ran a hand through his dark hair, feeling the ache of exhilaration mixed with grief. He thought of the envelope still tucked in his pocket, the weight of certainty pressing against his chest. Two years. Maybe less. A clock had started ticking, and Clara had, unknowingly, pulled him out of his cocoon just as he had stepped into the city’s relentless heartbeat.

He slid into the Audi, the leather cool against his fingers. The world outside shimmered in rain-specked reflections, and for the first time since leaving the hospital, he allowed himself to smile without irony.

Somewhere between the skyscrapers and the puddles, between luxury and mortality, he realized something undeniable: this meeting, fleeting as it had been, had left a mark. He wanted more. Not because he had time left, but because, for the first time, he felt like someone had seen him as he was — and maybe, just maybe, he had seen her too.

Elias Hart started the car, the engine’s low purr filling the empty space of the streets, and for the first time, he thought: maybe two years wasn’t enough. But he would make it count.
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The city slide-showed past Elias’s windshield in streaks of neon and rain: deli signs, taillights, a street preacher yelling about salvation as if salvation might have midnight hours. Driving in Manhattan was a choreography of impatience and miracles; tonight it felt like a game he no longer had any real stake in, except for one sudden, ridiculous exception—Clara Reyes.

Without thinking, he reached over and hit a panic button behind the steering wheel. Waiting for the chain reaction to come full circle, he sped up trying to get back home. 

He eased the Audi through a gap that would have made any reasonable driver clutch his steering wheel and mutter a prayer. The penthouse waited like a bright, silent altar at the end of his commute, its floor-to-ceiling windows promising anonymity as much as spectacle. He liked his solitude in panes of glass; it made his life simple to the point of tidy. He was used to edges being blurred for him—privacy, identity, family history. The veil had been a loving, suffocating gift from his parents. He had spent years learning how to live good, private, complicated secrets with rare, sweet detachment.

Tonight, the envelope in his jacket told a different story. Two years. Maybe less. The number pulsed like a metronome now. He’d spent his life optimizing systems and connections; suddenly what he wanted most was mess—someone unpracticed, unpolished, unaware. Clara had looked like that: unvarnished, true.

The phone vibrated on the console like a tiny heartbeat. Elias fished it out with one hand, thumbed the screen. MR. X. He didn’t need the name displayed; he’d known the voice before he ever heard it.

“Elias?” Mr. X’s voice was silk and a blade—an old friend who doubled as a very professional problem-solver. “What did the golden boy get himself into this time?”

Elias almost laughed and then immediately remembered the envelope and the weight in his chest. “No trouble, X. Not exactly. But I need a favor.”

There was the familiar rustle of paper through the line, a small show of theatrics that reassured him. Mr. X had been the company’s shadow since Alexander Vale started hiring people who could disappear and then reappear as necessary. He was the man who’d obscured birth certificates, the man who’d whispered identity into legal loopholes. He knew how to hide a life. He knew how to find one, too.

“Spit it out,” Mr. X said. “Five minutes, then I have a board call.”

“Can you find Clara Reyes? Badge 3476, works in traffic.” Elias said the name as plainly as he would have said a variable in code—efficient, precise.

A faint, incredulous chuckle on the other end. “You want me to look into a cop now? The meter maid? Elias, you’re not planning to have some… civic crusade, are you? We don’t do cop-stakes. We do people-of-interest.”

Elias’s mouth tugged. “I don’t need anything dramatic. I need to know where I can find her. A contact.”

“Something that doesn’t require you explaining why you’re searching for a traffic cop.” Mr. X quickly interjected.

The line hummed while Mr. X considered the request, the pause full of the history between them—the favors traded, the borders crossed. “Why Clara Reyes?”

“Because she gave me a ticket,” Elias said, and then, despite the diagnosis, the small, bright ridiculousness of the exchange made his voice lilt with mischief. “Because she made me laugh without meaning to. Because she didn’t know me, and for once, I kind of want someone who doesn’t.”

Mr. X made a sound that might have been a smile. “Of course you do. Golden boy wants anonymity for once. Classic.”

“X,” Elias said, sharper. “Seriously. An hour. Can you get me something in an hour?”

There was a soft, delighted scoff. “An hour? Elias, I can get you a dossier that will tell you where she buys her socks in an hour. Real contact info—unconfirmed social accounts, maybe an old high-school yearbook if she’s been careless. But I’ll try.”

“Try,” Elias echoed. He could feel impatience in his palms. Time had acquired a new edge, and he hated the softness of waiting. “Anything. Even an unconfirmed social account. I’ll take it.”

Mr. X paused, and for a second Elias could almost hear him weighing the moral ledger in his head. They had hidden a life for decades—Elias’s life—and had one more favor owed in bronze and silence. “Okay,” Mr. X relented. “I’ll poke. I’ll have whatever I can scrounge up in… sixty minutes. Don’t make a spectacle, please. And Mr. Hart—”

“Don’t call me that,” Elias said, automatic.

“Right. Don’t get attached to ticket-writers,” Mr. X finished, which sounded like a good-natured admonishment but there was real care in the line. “I’ll call you.”

The call ended with the soft click that sounded like a confidant locking a safe. Elias sat for a moment, the quiet after the line a small, delicious thing. He imagined Mr. X in a shadowed office somewhere, pulling threads. Elias’s life had always been curated—albums, couriers, dinners with gentility—but now he wanted one uncurated conversation. He wanted coffee with someone who might call him Elias and not “Mr. Hart” or “Alexander’s son.”

He merged back into traffic. The city had the patience of a thing that had outlived empires. Cars wove around one another like a school of fish. He found a parking spot half a block from his building and killed the engine, but the city’s hum remained like an omniscient soundtrack.

Without thinking, his fingers found his laptop in the passenger seat. The penthouse had every device he’d ever wanted—screens that folded, cameras that could read iris patterns—but tonight his fingers itched for something simpler: a public feed, a real person’s feed. He had resources for weeks of covert observation. He had privileged access to metadata and private registries. He had the satisfaction of being able to make the world transparent. But that was precisely the problem. Tonight, for reasons he barely understood, he wanted to find her in the dirt of public data—the kind a stranger might stumble across by accident.

He logged into a disposable social account—no trace to the Vale network—and typed her name. Clara Reyes. A dozen little profiles popped up: an eyelash-thin Twitter, a commenter on a neighborhood thread, a private Instagram with three posts and a locked profile picture showing a blurred skyline. One picture that might be her—feet in scuffed sneakers on a stoop—tagged by a friend no one famous followed. A comment under it: “Still can’t believe you finally got Luis’s old jacket off the rack lol”—a joke, a private life. A post six months old: a sunrise run across Brooklyn Bridge, captioned “Every week, miles for memories.” He scrolled and felt the odd warmth of being allowed such a tiny peep.

It was ridiculously intimate and painfully small. He felt like a voyeur of a life that had not been polished by publicists. He liked that.

A private number blinked on the screen—unverified. Mr. X’s voice in his head said unconfirmed social; maybe he’d already paid a small invisible toll. Elias thumbed the number. It asked for verification; the account was locked. One of Mr. X’s specialties was getting into locked things without anyone noticing, but Elias didn’t want to go that route. He wanted possibly forbidden, but not illegal.

He shut the laptop and leaned back in the car seat, eyes on the rain that had begun to thread down the glass. In the quiet he rehearsed a dozen possibilities, each smaller and riskier and brighter than the last. He could wait for Mr. X, as he had promised. He could let the universe fold in its own time. Or he could step off the carefully curated stage and create a small accident of his own—a coffee shop, a wrong turn, a heroic honest apology about a parking ticket that turns into a conversation.

What was the fast version of fate? He imagined knocking on her door while she was writing —ludicrous, melodramatic, possibly illegal if done with flair. He pictured himself accidentally splashing through a puddle and landing at her feet, a soggy, handsome disaster trying to explain terminal charm. The images made him grin despite the hollow in his chest.

He quickly pulled into the building garage. Parked and exited the car, with the enveloped diagnosis a jagged thing in his pocket, and locked the car. The penthouse elevator still smelled of lemon-scented polish and new leather. Up top, his life would be ordered and silent, a good backdrop for everything he was trying to avoid. Down here, in the messy, noisy city, a traffic cop had just done something he’d been waiting for without knowing—she’d made him want something inconvenient and bright.

He started walking toward the foyer, the city lights refracting in his thoughts, and felt, rather selfishly and for the first time in a long time, slightly dangerous in the best possible way. Time was a finite muscle to flex now. He would not let it idle.

His phone vibrated again—an incoming message from MR. X: one lead. Unconfirmed IG w/ location tag. 40 minutes. Be subtle.

Elias smiled, a real, messy, human smile. He typed back, Got it. Meet me at the coffee cart on 8th in thirty. Then he slotted the envelope deeper into his jacket and walked up the steps, thinking about everything that could happen in the next hour—and feeling, for once, like he was choosing it himself.
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The penthouse was dark except for the restless shimmer of city light that spilled through the tall windows, slicing across the minimalist furniture in gold and white. The air felt dense, charged — as if the night itself had been holding its breath, waiting for him to return.

Elias stepped inside, shoulders heavy from the drive, rain still clinging to his jacket. He tossed his keys onto the marble counter, the sound echoing through the hollow stillness of the space. He moved with a restless energy, every stride purposeful but uneven, like he was chasing something invisible.

The first thing he did was reach into his jacket pocket. His fingers found the envelope — the death mail, as he’d come to think of it. The cold paper still hummed faintly against his fingertips, a reminder of finality wrapped in bureaucratic politeness. He didn’t look at it; he couldn’t.

Instead, he rushed into his bedroom.

The room was designed to be calm — slate walls, an ivory rug, low lighting that adjusted automatically to his mood settings. But right now, it felt too neat, too composed, like a museum exhibit of a life he hadn’t quite lived. The city’s pulse pressed through the glass walls in a thousand tiny heartbeats of red and yellow — taxis, billboards, streetlamps blinking like distant stars.

He went to the dresser. Smooth walnut, polished until it looked like it might hold secrets. He pulled open the top drawer and buried the envelope beneath a pile of folded shirts. He hesitated a second before closing it, the wood whispering shut like a coffin.

And then his hand found something else — the small square of paper that had started it all.

The ticket.

Officer C. Reyes. Badge 3476.

Neat handwriting. Confidence. A small smudge of ink in the corner, maybe from her thumb.

Elias turned it between his fingers and smiled — the first real smile since the diagnosis. It wasn’t the sterile grin he used at press events or team meetings. It was unfiltered, quiet, almost boyish.

“Clara Reyes,” he whispered to the empty room, testing the sound of it in the air.

Who was she? What was it about her that tugged at him so sharply, like a loose thread in his chest? He’d met countless women — smart, beautiful, perfectly calibrated to his world — but none of them had made him feel… alive. Clara had looked at him like she was unimpressed. Like he was just another guy double-parked on her block.

That bothered him. And it thrilled him.

He placed the ticket on top of the dresser — not hidden, not tucked away, but displayed, like something worth remembering. A relic of something ordinary that suddenly wasn’t.

He crossed to the edge of his bed and sat down, the soft gray comforter folding beneath him. He pulled his phone out, reopened the social media link Mr. X had sent — the unconfirmed account, tagged at a coffee shop in Manhattan. The post was simple: a blurred photo of a steaming latte and the words “Another long day.”

He studied it like it was art.

He didn’t know why, but he whispered again, “We’ll meet soon.”

Something inside him burned at that — a quiet conviction he hadn’t felt in years.

He stood abruptly, peeling off his shirt as he walked toward the en-suite bathroom. The movement was impatient, careless, a man shaking off thoughts before they consumed him.

The bathroom lights rose automatically as he entered.

It was a masterpiece of design — all white marble and glass, with a rainfall shower framed by chrome and a floating vanity made of dark oak. The mirrors were smart glass; they could switch from reflective to translucent with a voice command. The kind of place built for control and precision.

Tonight, it felt too perfect.

“Shower on,” he said, his voice filling the room.

A second later, hot water poured from the ceiling-mounted spout, cascading like a private storm. Steam filled the air instantly, fogging the mirrors, blurring the edges of the world. Elias stripped quickly — shoes, pants, everything tossed into the open laundry bin. He moved like a man trying to outrun his thoughts.

The water roared behind the glass, and he stepped into it.

The first hit of heat stole his breath. The temperature was near scalding, but he liked it that way. It forced him to feel — to notice his skin, his heartbeat, his breath against the steam.

The glass door sealed behind him with a magnetic click, and the world outside ceased to exist.

Inside, the steam wrapped him in a thick, translucent haze. Droplets clung to his eyelashes, his hair, his lips. He tilted his head back, letting the water pour over his face, tracing every plane of muscle, washing away the city’s residue and the shadow of the envelope in his drawer.

He closed his eyes.

And there she was. Clara.

Her name echoed in his mind like static.

He saw her eyes again — sharp, skeptical. The faint curve of her mouth when she wrote the ticket. The way her ponytail had swung as she turned to leave. The small, defiant shake of her head when he tried to talk his way out of it. She hadn’t flirted. She hadn’t cared that his car was worth more than most houses.

She’d just been.

And he couldn’t stop thinking about it.

Steam gathered around him, turning the air opaque, and with every breath, the room seemed to tighten, grow warmer. His thoughts flickered between images — her voice, the way she had squinted against the afternoon sun, the way she might look outside of that uniform, in plain clothes, in a coffee shop, surprised to see him.

What would he say?

Would she remember him?

Would she laugh? Or would she just give him that same look — sharp, unimpressed, magnetic?

He let the water hit the back of his neck, forcing him to lower his head.

For a moment, he forgot everything — the company, the hidden lineage, even the diagnosis that was slowly counting down his days. The steam, the heat, the scent of cedar and bergamot soap — it all pressed into him, drowning thought in sensation.

He felt alive.

More alive than he had in years.

He leaned his palms against the glass, water streaming down his arms, his reflection nothing but a blur in the fog. His heartbeat pounded in his ears, steady, defiant. He wondered if that’s what drew him to Clara — the defiance. The refusal to bend to power. The way she represented a version of life untouched by privilege or planning.

She was everything he wasn’t — real, grounded, unpredictable.

And maybe that was what he needed now. Not a doctor, not another procedure, not another safe decision. He needed something raw. Something to remind him that even dying men could still want.

The thought electrified him.

He rinsed the soap from his hands and stood there, eyes open, watching the rivulets of water snake down the glass. He imagined her name carved in the steam, imagined reaching out to trace it with his fingertip.

When the water finally began to cool, he turned it off.

The sudden silence was deafening — just the drip of water, the faint hum of the ventilation. The mirrors had fogged completely now, leaving only blurred shapes where his reflection should have been. He wiped a small circle clear, just enough to see his eyes staring back — sharp, alive, almost fevered.
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