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At 2:13 in the morning, Vesper Lorne’s front door unlocked itself.

The sound was almost polite: a soft mechanical turn, a single electronic chirp, then the whisper of the dead bolt withdrawing from the frame.

Vesper stopped breathing.

She stood in the dark mouth of the hallway with Calyx’s final message open on her phone and one bare foot braced against the cold floorboards. Behind her, the apartment looked as if someone had cut a person out of it. Calyx’s photographs were gone from the refrigerator. Her green raincoat no longer hung from the brass hook near the door. Even the chipped blue bowl where she dropped her keys had disappeared.

Everything that proved Calyx lived here had been removed.

Everything except the half-dead basil plant on the kitchen sill and the message glowing in Vesper’s hand.

If I’m not home by midnight, do not trust HearthTrace. Don’t let anyone take my room until you verify everything yourself. The building listens.

The door opened three inches.

Vesper switched on the hallway light and raised the heavy flashlight she had taken from the emergency drawer. Its beam struck a man’s hand, an olive-green suitcase, and a black duffel resting on the welcome mat.

The man outside went still.

“Don’t come in,” Vesper said.

He released the door immediately.

It drifted toward the frame but did not latch. He made no attempt to catch it. Through the narrowing gap, Vesper saw dark curls, a lean face roughened by late-night stubble, and eyes that moved once over the flashlight in her grip before settling on her face.

“All right,” he said. His voice was low and precise. “I’m outside.”

“Step away from the door.”

His shoes scraped against the corridor runner. He backed up until she could see him through the peephole instead: tall, broad through the shoulders, both hands visible. A charcoal overshirt hung open over a faded black T-shirt. No coat, despite the cold rain ticking against the stairwell windows.

He didn’t look drunk. He didn’t look surprised enough.

Vesper kept the flashlight trained on the gap and pressed the emergency-lock icon on her phone. The dead bolt slid into place again.

For three seconds, neither of them spoke.

Then the stranger said, “My name is Evren Caul. I have a sublease for the second bedroom.”

Vesper stared at the door.

“No, you don’t.”

“I can put the document on the floor and move to the far wall.”

Not let me explain. Not you’re overreacting. Not the little laugh men sometimes used when they wanted a woman to feel embarrassed for noticing danger.

Vesper tightened her grip on the flashlight. “Do that.”

Paper rustled. Something slid beneath the door, stopping against her toes. Through the peephole, she watched Evren retreat until his back met the opposite wall.

She did not lower the flashlight.

The document was six pages, printed single-sided. HearthTrace branding occupied the top right corner in soothing teal. Beneath it sat the address of the apartment, the dates of a thirty-day occupancy, and three electronic signatures.

One belonged to Sabine Quell, the building manager.

One belonged to Evren Caul.

The third said Calyx Dane.

Vesper’s stomach drew tight.

She crouched without taking her eyes off the peephole and pulled the pages closer. Calyx’s signature looked right: the steep opening stroke of the C, the impatient slash through the final e. But Vesper knew better than to confuse resemblance with proof. A signature was a picture. Verification lived underneath it—in timestamps, authorization records, device certificates, and the trail left by whoever wanted the picture to be believed.

She had learned that distinction at twenty-eight, in a bank office that smelled of burnt coffee, while a loan officer showed her a mortgage amendment bearing a perfect copy of her name.

Her former fiancé had called it a misunderstanding.

The bank had called it binding.

Vesper called through the door. “When did you receive this?”

“Four days ago.”

“From whom?”

A pause—not long, but measurable.

“Calyx contacted me.”

Vesper checked the time. 2:16.

“How do you know her?”

“That answer is longer.”

“Then you picked a bad hour to arrive.”

“My train was delayed.”

“Show me the ticket.”

Another pause. “May I move my right hand?”

The question unsettled her more than an argument would have. “Slowly.”

He took a phone from his pocket, tapped the screen, and set it faceup on top of the suitcase. Then he stepped away again.

“The passcode is zero-eight-one-nine,” he said. “The rail confirmation is open. You can keep the door chained.”

Vesper looked at the phone through the peephole. “You give strangers your passcode often?”

“Only the ones pointing industrial flashlights at my eyes.”

The dryness in his voice almost resembled humor. Almost.

“I’m not a stranger. You opened my front door.”

“A door I was given legal access to.”

“That remains unverified.”

“Agreed.”

No pushback. No attempt to turn her caution into cruelty. He stood in the ugly corridor light with rain darkening his shoulders and waited.

Vesper hated that his patience made him seem safer. Patience could be rehearsed. So could respect.

She opened the door two inches with the chain engaged and hooked his phone toward her using the end of the flashlight. The ticket on-screen showed a delayed train from Bellweather Central, arrival time 1:41 a.m. His digital wallet displayed a government identification card with the same name and face. Evren Caul, thirty-three.

She photographed the identification, the train receipt, and all six pages of the sublease.

“I’m contacting the building manager,” she said.

“Good.”

“You don’t get points for approving.”

“I wasn’t asking for any.”

Vesper closed the door again.

Sabine answered on the fourth call with none of the confusion appropriate to being awakened after two in the morning.

“Vesper.” Her voice sounded smooth and alert. “Is Mr. Caul there?”

Vesper turned toward the empty kitchen. “Why were you expecting him?”

“His train was late. I told him his credential would still work.”

“You gave a stranger twenty-four-hour access to my apartment.”

“A verified tenant, not a stranger. Calyx submitted the sublease herself.”

Vesper looked toward Calyx’s bedroom.

The door stood open. At seven that evening, when Vesper had come home from work, the room had contained a stripped bed, an empty wardrobe, and pale rectangles on the wall where framed prints used to hang. Calyx’s laptop was gone. So were her passport and favorite boots. Her medication remained in the bathroom cabinet, along with a damp towel that had still smelled faintly of her citrus shampoo.

Vesper had called Calyx nineteen times. She had contacted the police, who noted that a twenty-nine-year-old woman was permitted to leave her own apartment. She had called every hospital within twenty miles, then three friends Calyx rarely mentioned and a former coworker she openly disliked.

At 11:40, the scheduled message had arrived.

At 11:52, Sabine had claimed Calyx moved out voluntarily.

Now a man stood outside with Calyx’s signature and a working key.

“When did Calyx submit it?” Vesper asked.

“Monday afternoon.”

Four days ago.

“From which device?”

“I’m not permitted to give you her private account information.”

“You’re comfortable giving a man access to my home but suddenly concerned about privacy?”

“You rent separate rooms under individual agreements. Calyx had the contractual right to sublet hers with management approval.” Sabine’s tone remained maddeningly reasonable. “I emailed you the notice.”

Vesper opened her inbox. The message sat in her spam folder, time-stamped 6:02 that evening—forty-seven minutes before she came home.

“The required notice is seventy-two hours.”

“Calyx requested an emergency exception.”

“Why?”

“You’ll need to ask her.”

“I would love to.”

The silence on the line acquired an edge.

Vesper opened the sublease verification page by typing its address manually rather than using the printed code. HearthTrace loaded its blue-and-white confirmation screen. The agreement number matched. All three signatures showed as valid. Calyx’s identity check had been completed using her established account and a registered device.

Valid did not mean voluntary.

It did mean Vesper could not treat the man outside as a burglar simply because the situation made no sense.

“If I deny him entry tonight?” she asked.

“He may file an access complaint. I would prefer not to involve counsel or the police.”

So would Vesper. She had already spoken to one bored officer tonight. Calling again to report a credentialed subtenant would move her from concerned friend to nuisance.

“Send me written confirmation that you approved his occupancy,” she said. “Include the exception, the exact term, and the process for terminating it.”

“At this hour?”

“You were awake.”

Vesper ended the call.

The corridor remained silent beyond the door.

She opened it with the chain still fastened. Evren was sitting on his suitcase now, forearms resting on his thighs. He stood as soon as he saw her.

“Sabine confirmed the agreement,” Vesper said.

His expression did not change, but tension left his shoulders. “And Calyx’s signature?”

“The system verified it.”

“That isn’t what I asked.”

The reply landed cleanly between them.

Vesper studied him through the gap. “No. I haven’t verified that Calyx signed it freely.”

“Neither have I.”

“Yet you used the key.”

“I was told she’d be here.”

“By Calyx?”

“By the message attached to the agreement.”

Not a direct answer. Vesper filed it beside the pause when she had asked how he knew Calyx.

“Where is she?” Evren asked.

“If you don’t know, why are you here?”

His gaze held hers. In the bright corridor, his eyes were not brown as she had thought but a muted hazel, green at the edges and gold nearest the pupils. An irrelevant observation. She resented herself for making it.

“For the room,” he said.

“That answer is inadequate.”

“It’s also the only one I can prove at two twenty-eight in the morning.”

Vesper looked at his luggage. One suitcase. One duffel. No furniture, no boxes, nothing that suggested a man establishing a real home. He could leave easily.

So could she. Tamsin had offered her couch twice tonight. Vesper had refused because this was her apartment, Calyx was missing, and she would not surrender the only place Calyx might return to because a document told her to make room.

But Evren’s agreement gave him a claim to the second bedroom. Keeping him outside would not make Calyx safer. Letting him inside did not require trusting him.

Vesper closed the door, released the chain, and opened it again.

She kept the flashlight in her hand.

“You can enter under temporary conditions,” she said. “Your suitcase stays by the door until we establish those conditions in writing.”

Evren picked up neither bag. “Understood.”

He crossed the threshold and stopped one pace inside, waiting while she locked the door behind him. Up close, he smelled like cold rain and clean fabric. A shallow scar cut through his left eyebrow. His attention moved over the apartment without lingering on anything, marking the windows, the hallway, the second exit through the kitchen.

Vesper recognized the inventory because she had performed the same one when she moved in.

“Shoes,” she said.

He removed them and placed them neatly against the wall.

“Kitchen table.”

He followed her there.

She opened a blank document on her laptop and typed a title.

TEMPORARY OCCUPANCY AGREEMENT — UNIT 4C

Evren took the chair opposite hers but did not sit until she did.

“Separate bedrooms,” Vesper said. “You do not enter mine for any reason short of an obvious medical emergency or fire.”

“Same rule for mine.”

She added it.

“No guests without twenty-four hours’ notice and the other resident’s agreement.”

“Agreement or acknowledgment?”

“Agreement.”

He considered that. “Either of us can refuse without explaining why.”

Vesper typed the sentence.

“No recording devices,” she continued. “No access to the other person’s phone, computer, mail, accounts, or belongings. No changes to locks or network settings without written approval.”

“We should each control our own bedroom lock.”

Her fingers paused above the keyboard. “The system gives management administrator access.”

“Then the system is badly designed.”

“HearthTrace calls it emergency continuity.”

“Of course they do.”

The quiet contempt in his voice made her look at him.

“What do you do?” she asked.

“Physical security assessment.”

“Locks?”

“Locks. Access systems. Entry vulnerabilities.”

The apartment seemed to narrow around them.

“And Calyx happened to sublet her room to you.”

“Apparently.”

“Show me something that verifies your work.”

Evren opened his phone only after she returned it. He navigated to a state licensing portal and set the device between them. His photograph appeared beside an active consultant credential and a business registration under his name.

Vesper confirmed the web address independently.

“What did Calyx want you to assess?” she asked.

“She didn’t say.”

The answer came too smoothly.

“Then why choose you?”

“That’s a question for her.”

It was Sabine’s answer in different clothing.

Vesper added another clause to the agreement: Either resident may terminate the voluntary house arrangement immediately and seek alternative accommodation without personal retaliation from the other. Contractual disputes will be handled through management or counsel.

She turned the laptop toward him.

“Read every line.”

He did.

Most people skimmed terms they believed they understood. Evren read slowly, once from beginning to end and then a second time, tapping one finger beside each paragraph. He requested two changes: emergency entry required an attempt to announce first when practicable, and neither resident could photograph the other inside the apartment without permission.

Both were reasonable.

Vesper disliked him a little for that.

She made the edits and printed two copies using the small machine in the living room. They signed in ink. Vesper photographed both pages, emailed him a copy, and placed the originals in separate envelopes.

Only then did she let him bring the suitcase inside.

At Calyx’s bedroom door, Evren stopped.

The room held a bare mattress, an empty dresser, and a single white curtain shifting over the radiator. Nothing else.

For the first time since entering, his control slipped. Not dramatically. His hand tightened once around the suitcase handle, knuckles whitening, before he relaxed it.

“This was cleared out today?” he asked.

“Sometime before seven.”

“Was she planning to travel?”

“Not that she told me.”

“Did she take identification?”

“Passport’s gone. Medication isn’t.”

His jaw flexed.

Vesper watched him step into Calyx’s room and set his suitcase beside the bare wall. He did not open the wardrobe or touch the dresser. He crossed to the window, checked the latch, and drew the curtain fully closed.

“You can still leave,” she said. “There’s a hotel three blocks east.”

He turned. “Do you want me to?”

It was the first question he had asked that did not sound like a test.

Vesper thought of the message on her phone. Don’t let anyone take my room until you verify everything yourself.

She had verified the agreement. She had verified his name, his age, his work, his train, and the legal machinery that had allowed him through her door.

She had not verified him.

“I want to know where Calyx is,” she said.

“So do I.”

“That wasn’t my question.”

Something almost warm moved behind his guarded expression. “You didn’t ask one.”

Vesper should have been annoyed.

She was annoyed.

That did not explain the unwanted awareness that followed him as he rolled up his sleeves, revealing strong forearms and a narrow black watch. It did not explain why his calm felt different now that he stood in the room beside hers.

Attraction was not evidence. It was not judgment. It was chemistry firing without authorization, and Vesper had learned not to sign whatever chemistry placed in front of her.

“Stay tonight,” she said. “Tomorrow, we verify the rest.”

Evren inclined his head. “Lock your door.”

“I was going to.”

“Good.”

He closed Calyx’s door—not fully, only until the latch touched the frame. An inch of darkness remained between them.

Vesper returned to her bedroom and locked herself in.

Sleep was impossible.

At 3:07, she reopened the HearthTrace confirmation page. She downloaded the certificate attached to Evren’s mobile credential and compared it with the manager’s email. Sabine had written that the credential was activated tonight because of the delayed train.

The certificate said otherwise.

Evren Caul’s access had
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