
	For the Ghosts of Our Missed Chances. And for the Archivist who keeps them.

	 

	Prologue

	Every breath is a decision.

	Every decision is a death.

	With every heartbeat, a thousand other versions of you die. Silently. Unnoticed. But they don't disappear. They only sink deeper — into a place beyond time, beyond reality, where the kiss you never gave, the words you never spoke, the road you never walked wait in the dark for all eternity.

	Somewhere in the endless, lightless halls of a place that reason denies and the soul dreads, your true chronicle rots. Not the story of who you were.

	But the story of who you could have been.

	If tonight the walls of your reality were to tear open, and you were forced to enter that place — through the darkness, past the whispering of all those lives you buried before they could breathe —

	Could you stand to open your own pages?

	The Birth

	Some places are born from the deepest pain of men. This is one of them.

	The Archive did not arise from light or shadow, not from magic or divine will. It crawled up from the collective agony of humanity; from the moment the first soul exhaled its final regret and whispered the words what if… into the void.

	In that instant, the fabric split. Not the world. Not reality. The bottomless dark behind it.

	The space between spaces ruptured — an abscess in the skin of existence. From the wound seeped primordial matter, older than time itself and ravenous for light. Ash billowed upward and settled across the floor like water from a poisoned well. It reeked of decay, of burnt hair, of the mold festering in forgotten catacombs. It draped itself over everything, crept into every crack of the forming dimension, took hold — mold on flesh.

	The darkness that followed was no natural phenomenon. It was coagulated blood drifting through the air, breathing, watching, waiting.

	From within it, shelves tore themselves free. They erupted from nothing and drove through reality-like bones breaking through skin. The wood rotted at the edges, blanketed in a spore-like mass that pulsed with the slow, steady rhythm of a resting heartbeat. The shelves twisted at unnatural angles, rising until they vanished into the blackness above.

	Out of the dark, a silhouette condensed.

	The hands materialized first: bones wrapped in the thinnest membrane of skin, black veins mapping every ridge beneath the surface. The fingers had too many joints, each one cracking softly with every movement. From the brittle nails seeped a caustic fluid that hissed and scorched the floor wherever it dripped.

	The arms followed — grotesquely elongated. The body rose from dark sludge; a cadaver assembled from filth. Every rib stood in sharp relief beneath taut, colourless skin. The spine bowed outward, warped and twisted. A cloak — woven from the dreams of dying souls — slid over the figure, carried by the chittering of a thousand unseen insects.

	A hood fell low over the place where a face should have been. Beneath it: only absence. A void so complete it overwhelmed the mind. Yet deep within that emptiness, two eyes burned — fractures in reality itself, blacker than the surrounding dark. They consumed the light around them. To look into them was to see every choice never made, every life never lived.

	From the void beneath the hood came a rattle — bones scraping against a dry chest cavity.

	The Archivist had been born. He had clawed his way through the rift in reality; a parasite lodged in the fabric of existence.

	His fingers twitched. The joints cracked — loud, deliberate. With a movement the eye could barely track, he turned.

	Before him stood a lectern of pale, cracked stone. On it lay a book. It was breathing. The cover rose and fell in the steady rhythm of silent lungs. The skin of the binding was scarred, weeping a fluid that smelled of copper and blood. The pages were not bound together — they had fused, like healed flesh growing over a wound.

	The book was in pain.

	The Archivist stepped closer. His footsteps made no sound, yet the air thickened around him like cooling tar. The shelves groaned beneath his invisible weight. His skeletal hands hovered over the cover.

	He pressed his fingers to the leather.

	The book screamed. A psychic shriek cracked through the halls like a whip, driving sharp claws into the mind. The shelves shuddered. Dust erupted. The darkness itself recoiled.

	The Archivist tore the book open.

	A stench of charred wood and ash poured forth. The pages lay exposed, waiting. Above the first one, a quill stirred awake — a fragment of the dark made solid. Ink crawled across its tip like black worms. The quill shot through the air, circling the Archivist once before driving itself into his palm. Dark liquid oozed from the wound.

	The Archivist gasped — a sound halfway between a death rattle and a strangled laugh.

	He bent over the book. Acid dripped from beneath his hood and ate into the paper. The quill descended and cut deep into the page. Ink poured into the wound like poison.

	Voices woke. A whimper swelled into a wail:

	"I should have loved her. Why? Why didn't I—" The voice broke. A choked scream followed — the sound of a man drowning in his own blood.

	"She died. She died and I—" A sob, raw and fractured. The sound of splintering bone.

	More voices joined. A child: "Daddy said he'd come back when…" A woman: "He cheated on me and I forgave him, over and over and over…" An old man gurgling, drowning in his own coughing.

	Thousands of voices fused into a choir of pure torment. The air vibrated. Dark droplets fell to the floor and scorched the ground where they landed, leaving burn marks in the skin of existence.

	The Archivist wrote faster. His hand blurred. In his eyes burned the reflected suffering of countless missed chances. With every word the quill carved into the flesh of the book, the Archive grew.

	Shelves burst through the floor. New books birthed themselves with the wet tearing sound of ruptured membranes. The halls stretched outward infinitely, bending into impossible dimensions. Staircases led up and down at the same time.

	Deep in the halls of the Archive, something laughed — low, bitter, hungry.

	The Archive of Unlived Lives had arrived. The Archivist would write until the last soul had screamed out its regret. And then he would keep writing, because regret never ends. It grows. It feeds on the what ifs, sucking the marrow from the bones of missed chances.

	The Archive was hungry. And as long as human beings kept regretting, the quill would keep scratching across the breathing paper.

	A Life in Stone

	The alarm shredded the silence at exactly 6:15 a.m. Not 6:14. Not 6:16. Always 6:15.

	Jonas's hand shot out on autopilot, found the button, pressed. The beeping died. For a single heartbeat he lay still, staring up at the white ceiling where the pale morning light spread like a dirty stain. Outside, behind the thin curtains, another grey day was breaking. The fabric was so worn through that light bled in, leaving blotched patterns on the opposite wall. The plaster was cracked — fine lines webbing across the entire surface. He knew every one of them. Could have traced them with his eyes closed. Had probably done exactly that, in the sleepless hours when the emptiness got too loud.

	Then the machinery kicked in.

	Get up. His feet met the cold laminate floor. The chill crawled up through his soles and dragged itself unpleasantly along his calves, but he barely felt it anymore. His body had learned to ignore such things. Seven steps to the bathroom — he could have walked them in his sleep. Had walked them in his sleep, for so long now. The door groaned as it opened, always at the same spot, a high, plaintive sound. The fluorescent light above the mirror flickered twice, as if it had forgotten the night, before deciding to stay on. It drowned the small room in a cold, clinical white.

	The face in the mirror looked back at him with tired, deep-blue eyes. Mid-thirties and already so old. He was attractive, objectively — people had told him so, a long time ago, back when he still went to bars, still laughed, still belonged to the world. The dark hair lay dishevelled across his pillow-creased skull, strands jutting at odd angles. Beneath his eyes, dark shadows had taken permanent residence regardless of how much he slept. His posture was slightly hunched, even now, standing before the mirror, as if he were carrying something no one else could see.

	But none of that mattered. In half an hour the hair would be combed — neat, functional, unremarkable. Like everything about him.

	The water from the tap ran ice-cold. He flinched when it hit his hands, then it warmed to lukewarm. It never got truly hot. The water heater in this building was as old as the building itself — built sometime in the early eighties, back when people still believed brown tiles were a good idea. The grout between them had gone black with mold. Jonas had stopped fighting it.

	Shower. The water hammered his back, ran down his skin in thin rivulets. The shower curtain clung to his arm — plastic on skin, a small, miserable sensation. Then shaving. The electric razor scraped across his stubble, droning monotonously, leaving a small red patch on his neck that would be there again tomorrow. It was always there. Another constant.

	Getting dressed. The grey trousers, from the closet, second rod from the top, wedged between three identical grey trousers. A white shirt, stiff from Sunday evening's ironing. The creases were exactly where they were supposed to be. He buttoned it from the bottom up. His dark-blue jacket — a button missing from the left pocket, had been missing for months. The uniform of the invisible man. Jonas moved through this routine like clockwork, precise and emotionless, his hands reaching for each item without his brain issuing a command. Belt — third hole from the left. Shoes — black, worn soles that squeaked faintly on the laminate. No stray thoughts. No deviations. That was the deal: if he didn't think, it didn't hurt.

	In the narrow kitchen — more of an alcove, really — he paused for a moment. The kettle sat on the counter beside a single mug and a single spoon. He considered making tea, then didn't. He'd pick up a coffee at the bakery. Same as every morning.

	In the hallway he stopped briefly and looked at the framed photograph on the wall. It was the only picture in the entire apartment. It showed him, maybe ten years younger, when his face was still softer and his eyes not yet so hollow. Beside him stood an older man with the same dark hair, the same blue eyes. His father. Both of them smiling into the camera, taken somewhere at a lake, sunshine in the background. But it was a smile from a different time. A different life. His father was dead — four years now. Jonas looked away.

	But sometimes, in the gaps between one task and the next, it crept up anyway. That one question. That goddamn question that lived inside his skull like a parasite.

	Is this really all there is?

	He shook his head, grabbed his keys. They were on the small table by the door, exactly where he had left them the previous evening at 6:47 p.m., and he walked out. The lock clicked shut behind him — a final, metallic sound. 7:03 a.m.

	 

	The Stairwell

	The stairwell reeked of industrial cleaner and the greasy ghost of last night's cooking — cabbage, maybe, or scorched sauerkraut — a slow, heavy stench that had burrowed deep into the damp plaster. The air hung thick and stale between yellowed walls where the paint peeled in patchy strips, like skin sloughing off a sunburned back. The linoleum underfoot was ground down to a grey, featureless nothing, whatever geometric pattern it once had beaten out of existence by years of shuffling soles. Dark lacquer coated the wooden bannisters, tacky with the accumulated grease and sweat of countless strangers' hands. The light on the third floor stuttered — a fluorescent tube in its death throes, chopping at the dark for weeks now, maybe months. Nobody had done anything about it. The building super was practically a myth, his existence proven only by the yellowed notices tacked to the board in the lobby: Heating maintenance in progress. Stairwell cleaning: Thursday.

	Jonas had taken only three steps down, the cold of the railing already clinging to his palm in a thin, greasy film, when the familiar sound split the quiet. The hard, percussive snap of a deadbolt turning twice. The arthritic shriek of old hinges crying out for oil.

	"Oh, Mr. Meier!"

	Mrs. Nowak. Of course it was Mrs. Nowak. She stepped out of the shadow the way she did every morning, as if she'd been crouched behind the door listening for the echo of his footsteps — which, likely, she had been. She carried seventy-plus years in her face, maybe more. Coarse grey curls spilled from beneath a floral headscarf; its pattern faded to near-nothing by time. Over a washed-out blue house dress she wore a kitchen apron, its pockets darkened by decades of use. In one hand she gripped a bulging garbage bag, cinched at the top with a tight knot. Her slippers — pink, with the remnants of pom-poms hanging off them — scraped across the floor in a slow, dry rhythm, like sandpaper on raw linoleum.

	"Good morning, Mrs. Nowak." Jonas's voice came out flat and hollow, a tape worn thin from a thousand plays. He stopped. Walking past would have broken the unspoken etiquette, and his father had drilled into him long ago that you maintained the forms.

	"Out early again! Always so diligent, Mr. Meier. Every single morning, regular as clockwork!" She smiled — a genuine smile that briefly lit her eyes and carved deep lines into the loose skin of her cheeks. Her teeth were yellowed, with a gap on the upper left. Jonas felt nothing but a leaden numbness. "My son is coming to visit today, you know? Michael. He lives up in Hamburg now. Can you imagine — Hamburg! All that way. Six hours by train! But he's coming today, just for me. I baked an apple cake yesterday evening — stood in that kitchen all afternoon. It's his favourite, has been since he was a little boy. With cinnamon and raisins, exactly the way his grandmother always made it."

	She fell quiet. The garbage bag swayed limply from her fingers as she waited for some sign from him. Her eyes sat pale and watery in their sockets, sharp and searching at the same time.

	Jonas nodded like a puppet. "That's nice, Mrs. Nowak."

	"Yes, isn't it? You must take pleasure in these things. Family is what matters most, isn't it?" She tilted her head and studied him with a mixture of curiosity and mute concern. "Do you have any family nearby, Mr. Meier? I don't think I've ever seen you with anyone. A young, handsome man like you, completely alone? That's just not right."

	The question landed like a blunt punch, the way it did every morning — or every week; he had long since stopped counting. He knew there was no malice behind it. Her memory simply erased the fact that she'd opened this same wound in him a hundred times already. Or maybe she still harboured the hope that enough steady drilling would crack something loose — that it was an invitation. Back to life. Back to being human. Back to sharing.

	"No," said Jonas. Nothing more. The word dropped between them like a stone and lay there on the scuffed linoleum. His mother no longer existed for him, even if her heart was still beating somewhere. Freiburg, maybe. Or Mannheim. A stranger's life that no longer touched his own. They had cut the thread years ago, after a fight whose details had long since rotted in the mold of memory — only the scar still ached. And his father... his father had left nothing but a painful vacuum in his chest, a hollow that nothing could fill.

	"Oh, that's a shame. That really is a shame." Mrs. Nowak tilted her head and held a moment of silence, as if weighing the gravity of his single word. Her bony fingers picked at the knot on the garbage bag. "Well — you know where I live, Mr. Meier. If you ever need company. Or a coffee. My door is always open."

	"That's very kind of you." Jonas's lips shaped the syllables, but nothing behind them was alive. He would never cross her threshold. They both knew it. But the unwritten code demanded the ritual be observed.

	"Well then — have a good day, Mr. Meier! You take care of yourself!"

	"You too, Mrs. Nowak. And... give my regards to your son."

	A brief flicker crossed her face, something lighting up behind the cloudy eyes. "Oh, I will! That's so sweet of you!"

	He continued down, step by step, deeper into the building's stale, ingrown air. Her shuffling footsteps faded toward the trash room, accompanied by a low, fragile humming — a melody Jonas didn't recognize. Only when the heavy oak door swung shut behind him did he let the held breath out of his lungs. Outside, the cold morning air hit him — damp and raw and faintly rotten, though not a single drop had fallen from the grey sky above.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	The Walk

	The street was grey. The sky was grey. The buildings lining both sides were grey. Postwar construction in crumbling plaster, with tiny balconies where laundry hung limp or geraniums were dying brown in plastic pots. Weeds forced themselves up through the cracks in the sidewalk slabs. An Opel sat half up on the curb, its paint dulled to nothing, its windshield fogged from the inside.

	The people passing by wore faces the colour of ash — washed out, extinguished. A woman pushed a stroller with her eyes locked on her phone. An old man leaned on a cane and hauled himself forward. A teenager with headphones stared at nothing. Nobody looked at Jonas. He moved among them like a shadow among shadows.

	He fit right in. He pulled his shoulders forward and buried his hands in his pockets. His gaze stuck to the concrete beneath his feet. One, two, three, four. Step by step. One foot in front of the other. That was how life worked.

	A bus rolled past, its tires hissing on the wet asphalt. From an open window, a pop song blared out into the street like a taunt. Jonas barely heard it.

	 

	Feeding the Habits

	The bakery was three streets over, wedged into the corner of Lindenstraße between a late-night convenience store with barred windows and an empty storefront whose display window had been papered over with old newspapers. For Rent at a yellowed sign with a phone number nobody called anymore.

	It was a small place with fogged-up windows, warm yellow light bleeding out through the glass. Above the door hung a sign: Bäckerei Berger — Since 1987 — the lettering faded, the wood chipped at the corners. The panes were slick with condensation, thin rivulets trailing down the inside of the glass. The window display held decorations that had long since seen better days: a plastic bread roll on a lace doily, a basket of artificial sunflowers.

	The bell above the door chimed as Jonas walked in — a thin, tinny sound that rang through the small room. The warmth enveloped him immediately, an almost suffocating heat radiating from the oven in the back. The smell of fresh bread hit him, layered with coffee and yeast and sugar. It smelled like comfort. Jonas didn't feel it. It was just another smell. Another stop on the route.

	The shop was small — barely bigger than his living room. The floor tiles were white with black patterns, worn through in some places, cracked in others. On the wall hung an old chalkboard listing the day's specials in looping cursive: Rye bread €2.80. Poppy seed roll €0.80. Behind the glass counter, the baked goods were lined up in rows — rolls, loaves, open-faced sandwiches, pretzel sticks. All neatly arranged, though it was obvious some of it had been sitting there a while.

	The voice belonged to Mrs. Berger, the round-cheeked woman with the red face and the warm smile. She stood where she always stood — behind the counter in her white apron, its sides dusted with flour. Her face was round and soft, her skin flushed from the constant heat of the oven, damp strands of hair stuck to her forehead. She beamed at him with a warmth that was unobtrusive and entirely real.

	Jonas gave a silent nod. His jaw was clenched tight, his hand balling into a fist inside his coat pocket.

	"Well, you're running a little later than usual today," she chattered, her practiced hands already reaching for a paper cup as if on their own. The old coffee machine behind her rattled and hissed and grumbled to life, black steaming drops beginning to fall. "Normally I see you at seven, but now it's already —" Her eyes drifted to the plastic clock on the wall, its second hand ticking with blunt, mechanical force. "— quarter past! Did you sleep in?" Her laugh burbled through the tiny room. Jonas shook his head on autopilot. "No. Mrs. Nowak." "Ah!" She poured in exactly the splash of milk he always took, followed by two spoonfuls of sugar. The plastic spoon clattered against the paper cup. "Good old Mrs. Nowak. She can talk, can't she? But she's a sweetheart…" Mrs. Berger's voice dissolved into a distant hum. She kept going — mostly about her son, about Mrs. Nowak's loneliness, about the salami sandwich she was briskly folding into a crackling paper bag — while Jonas fixed his gaze on the display case.

	"You know, Mr. Meier…" Her voice dropped, softer, more pressing. She leaned forward, resting her thick forearms on the glass. "You always look so tired. Are you working too hard?" He felt her eyes on him. They burned against his skin like a mother's gaze — the kind that sees too much. His temple throbbed. "I manage." "My youngest is exactly like you…" she began, but Jonas was already reaching silently into his pocket. Three coins. Two euros, one euro, fifty cents. Cold metal in his clammy palm.

	"Three fifty," she said with a little smile, pivoting smoothly.

	When he held the money out, her warm, rough fingers grazed his ice-cold knuckles for just a moment. A brief, unsettling static crackled through his nerves.

	Pling. The register snapped open with a sharp tone.

	"It's my birthday next week. I'm bringing poppy seed cake," she said, holding his gaze with intent. "You'll stop by, won't you?" "Thanks." The word slipped flat off his dry lips.

	"Have a lovely day, Mr. Meier!"

	He didn't wait. Jonas pushed the door open, the bell struck its shrill note, and the cutting wind from the street killed it instantly.

	The cold bit into his lungs like a blade. He took a greedy sip of the scalding coffee, burned his tongue, and bit into the roll. The limp lettuce leaf crunched miserably. The salami tasted of nothing but salt.

	With quick, monotonous strides he disappeared into the alley, as the yellow light of the bakery was swallowed by the dirty grey haze behind him.

	 

	 

	Walls of Ash and Stone

	The building was a product of the seventies — functional and ugly, a concrete monstrosity from an era that mistook efficiency for design. Five stories tall, the facade grimy, the windows small and square, most of them with the blinds half-drawn. Out front, a neglected strip of landscaping where a few scraggly shrubs struggled to exist and cigarette butts lay scattered through the gravel. Above the entrance, a sign: Registry Office — Citizen Services.

	Jonas pushed through the heavy glass door and stepped inside. The air smelled of linoleum and old paper, of disinfectant and the faint residue of the thousands of people who had shuffled through these hallways before him. The air was stale — too warm in winter, too close in summer. The walls were beige, stained in patches. At the reception desk sat Mrs. Kleinert, the building attendant, a thin woman with her hair combed back in severe, unforgiving lines. She gave him a nod without looking up.

	Jonas knew every inch of this place. He had worked here for eight years — or was it nine? He couldn't say exactly anymore. The years had blurred into a single, endless day. The elevator was broken again. A handwritten note was taped to the doors: Out of Service. He took the stairs.

	Three flights up. His footsteps echoed in the stairwell — a solitary sound with nowhere to go. The walls up here were worse. Graffiti, scratch marks, patches where the plaster had crumbled away. The second floor smelled like urine. The third like cigarette smoke, even though smoking had been banned here for years.

	Room 3.12. A narrow slice of office with two desks facing each other — his and Kurt's. On the walls hung faded posters about data protection regulations and fire safety procedures, the edges curling, the print barely legible. A 2024 calendar still hung where someone had put it, untouched. The window offered a view of the parking lot below, where the same three cars stood every single day: a red Polo, a silver Golf, a white van. Behind them a wall. Behind the wall, nothing.

	Jonas sat down and set his half-empty coffee cup on the desk. The work surface was tidy — too tidy. Everything in its designated place. The pen holder with exactly four ballpoint pens. The hole punch. The stapler. A small stack of forms perfectly aligned. No personal items. No photograph, no keepsake. Nothing.

	He switched on the computer. The old tower unit sat under the desk, humming and groaning like a dying animal. The monitor flickered, displayed the city logo, then a progress bar that inched forward with agonizing slowness. Jonas waited. He was good at waiting.

	While he waited, he mechanically folded the paper bag from his breakfast roll — smoothed it flat, folded it again, then again, until it was a tight, compact rectangle. He dropped it into the wastebasket under his desk. Yesterday's trash was still in there: an empty bottle and a crumpled tissue.

	The computer was almost fully booted when he heard it — heavy footsteps in the hall, a wheezing breath, then the squeal of the door.

	 

	The Noise of the Living

	"Morning, Jonas!" Kurt's voice detonated through the office like a small explosion, far too loud for the room and far too loud for the hour. Jonas flinched, even though he should have seen it coming. Kurt was always late. Kurt was always in a good mood.

	The older man lumbered in, winded, his face already red. He wore brown corduroy trousers and a plaid shirt straining at the buttons across his stomach. In one hand he carried a thermos, in the other a plastic bag leaking the smell of baked goods. Kurt dropped into his chair. It was old, the leather cracked, and it groaned dangerously under his weight as if this might finally be the day it gave out. It held, the way it held every day.

	Kurt was close to retirement — you could see it on him. The decades behind the desk had left their marks: deep lines cut into his face, a slight hunch from years of leaning forward, hair going thin at the temples and grey everywhere else. His hands were spotted, his fingers thick. But his face was warm and alert, and he laughed often. Too often.

	"You see the weather out there?" Kurt launched in without waiting to see if Jonas responded. He unscrewed the thermos, and steam rose from it — the smell of coffee, strong and real. "Gray on grey! Like somebody wiped the sky down with a dirty rag! But you know what, Jonas? In three months, I couldn't care less." He let out a rolling, full-bodied laugh that bounced off every wall. "I'll be sitting in Mallorca with a cold beer in my hand, sun on my bald spot, and you lot can keep stamping ID cards without me!" He poured himself a cup — a mug that read World's Best Dad, a gift from his daughters — took a long sip, and sighed with deep, uncomplicated satisfaction.

	Jonas gave a silent nod. His eyes stayed on the screen, where the login window had just appeared. He typed in his password, fingers moving across the keyboard on their own. The system loaded. Slowly, too slowly.

	"I was on the phone with Heike again last night — that's my oldest, you know." Kurt kept talking, completely unbothered by Jonas's silence. He was used to it. "And she says the little one — my grandson — keeps asking when Grandpa is finally retiring. Can you imagine, Jonas? He misses me! He wants to spend more time with me. That's just…" His voice softened, his eyes going glassy. "That's just the best thing, isn't it?"

	He didn't wait for an answer. He pulled a sandwich from the plastic bag and bit into it. Crumbs scattered across his desk.

	"I've already got the first week planned out," he continued, mouth full. "Monday: garden. The hedge needs cutting and the roses need to be moved. Tuesday: pool with the grandson — the little guy loves swimming. Wednesday: doctor's appointment, just a quick routine check. Thursday…" His words washed over Jonas like white noise — like the hum of the computer, like the ticking of the clock on the wall. Jonas opened the first file of the day. ID card, expired. Renewal. Name: Müller, Thomas. Address: Hauptstraße 14. Date of birth: 03/12/1987. Everything logged, field by field, stamped, filed. Then the next file. And the next. And the next.

	"…and then we were thinking, maybe a cruise after all!" Kurt's voice swelled with enthusiasm. "Norway, Jonas! Can you imagine — the fjords! My wife's been dreaming about it for years. Those massive mountains, the blue water. I mean, why not, right? You only live once! We've worked our whole lives — we've earned it, haven't we?"

	You only live once.

	The words drove into Jonas's mind like splinters, punching straight through the wall he'd built around himself. He stared at the screen — at the endless parade of names and numbers — and felt something tighten in his chest. A heaviness. A hollowness. An abyss cracking open.

	Kurt kept talking, something about his daughters now, then a joke he'd heard on the radio. He started telling it, already laughing before he got to the punchline, nearly choking on it. "So, this guy walks into a bar, and the bartender says…" He paused, snickered. "The bartender says, 'Why the long face?' And the guy says…" Another snicker. "The guy says, 'I'm a horse!'" Kurt exploded — slapped his thigh, shook his head, tears running down his face. "A horse! You get it? A horse!" He wiped his eyes, breathing hard. "God. It's so stupid. I just find it funny."

	Jonas had stopped listening.

	He sat there in his white shirt — the one that felt too tight even though it was the right size — at his grey desk, in this grey room, surrounded by grey files and grey thoughts, and felt himself slowly disappearing. Dissolving, file by file, day by day. A life that wasn't one. An existence in permanent stasis, in endless repetition, in nothing.

	His hands moved across the keyboard, entering names, addresses, dates. But they didn't feel like his hands. They belonged to someone else. A machine. An automaton running out its program.

	Is this really all there is?

	The question screamed inside him, hammered against his skull, clawed at his gut. It wanted out. It wanted to be heard. It wanted an answer. But his lips didn't move. He had no answer. He had only the next file, the next stamp, the next signature.

	Kurt laughed again — at something he'd said himself. Jonas heard it as if through thick cotton, as if from a different world entirely. The clock on the wall ticked. The window showed the parking lot. The computer hummed.

	Outside, the grey sky rolled over the grey city.

	 

	 

	A Crack in Reality

	And time passed. Second by second. Minute by minute.

	The clock on the wall ticked. 10:37 a.m. Then 10:38. Time crawled forward like a slug, leaving a slick trail of monotony in its wake.

	Jonas had processed twenty-seven files. Twenty-seven names, twenty-seven faces on passport photos that all looked identical — that same fixed stare into the camera, forced neutral, every trace of emotion ironed out. Müller. Schmidt. Wagner. Names without meaning, people without stories. Just data. Date of birth. Address. ID number.

	His neck ached. He rolled his shoulders, heard a quiet crack. Mrs

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


