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Chapter 1 - A City That Never Asks
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The city looked the same every evening.

Old buildings lined the streets like tired witnesses, their paint peeling under years of rain and cigarette smoke. Streetlights flickered before fully waking, casting yellow halos onto wet asphalt. Somewhere, a radio played a slow love song—too low to recognize, loud enough to feel.

Zen walked home with his hands in his jacket pockets.

The late 1990s had taught him how to move through crowds without really being part of them. Office workers rushed past him, their footsteps quick, purposeful. Vendors closed their carts, metal clanking against metal. Life kept moving, whether you spoke your heart or not.

Zen stopped at a small intersection and checked his watch.

6:42 p.m.

He was late, though he wasn’t sure for what.

“Zen!”

He turned.

Lucy stood across the street, waving with one hand while holding a plastic bag in the other. Her hair was tied loosely, a few strands escaping and brushing against her cheeks. She wore the same beige coat she always did—simple, familiar, comforting in a way that made his chest tighten.

“You’re spacing out again,” she said as she crossed the road.

“Sorry,” Zen replied. “Long day.”

“Aren’t they all?”

Lucy smiled, but Zen noticed the tiredness behind it. He always did. He just never said anything about it.

They started walking side by side.

The silence between them wasn’t awkward. It had been shaped by years of small routines—walking the same streets, sharing the same pauses, knowing when not to speak.

“You didn’t wait at the bus stop today,” Lucy said.

“I felt like walking.”

“You always feel like walking when you don’t want to think.”

Zen glanced at her. “Do I?”

Lucy shrugged. “I’ve known you long enough.”

They passed a record store, its window filled with cassette tapes and faded posters of bands that were already starting to disappear from the charts. Lucy slowed her steps, peering inside.

“Remember when we said we’d save money and buy a player together?” she asked.

Zen nodded. “We were twenty-two. We thought saving money was easy.”

Lucy laughed softly. “And that everything could wait.”

The words lingered longer than they should have.

They continued walking until they reached the old bus stop near the corner of the street. The bench was damp, but Lucy sat anyway, setting her bag beside her.

“I’m tired,” she said.

“You should go home,” Zen replied.

“I know. I just don’t feel like being alone yet.”

Zen sat next to her, leaving just enough space between them to feel polite—and just enough to feel distant.

A bus passed without stopping.

Lucy looked at the road. “Do you ever feel like this city is watching us?”

Zen frowned. “Watching us do what?”

“Nothing,” she answered. “That’s the problem.”

He exhaled slowly. “This city doesn’t care enough to watch anyone.”

Lucy turned to him. “Exactly.”

Rain began to fall—not heavy, just enough to darken the ground and soften the edges of everything.

“Do you regret staying?” Lucy asked suddenly.

Zen didn’t answer right away.

Staying had been easier than leaving. Easier than choosing. Easier than risking something breaking.

“I don’t know,” he said finally. “Do you?”

Lucy’s fingers tightened around the handle of her bag.

“Sometimes,” she said. “I regret waiting.”

Zen felt something shift inside him.

Waiting.

He had always believed it was safer. That patience meant loyalty. That silence could protect what mattered.

“Lucy—” he started.

She looked at him, expectant but guarded, as if she had learned not to hope too quickly.
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