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            When a memory disappears, it doesn't leave silence; it leaves a void that screams.

      

    

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER IV: VESTIGIA SEMPER ADORA
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The hospital’s automatic doors slid open with a metallic hiss, leaving behind the antiseptic smell and the silence of the corridors. Outside, the air in Sunset Falls was heavy, thick with a humidity that seemed to cling to the skin. Riley had already handled the logistics: a brief call was enough for Tommy’s parents to arrive at the hospital in record time. They had taken the boy away in a flurry of hugs and grateful promises, leaving Riley with the feeling that, at least, one front had been closed that night.

Nathan, however, didn’t share that relief. He walked quickly, shoulders tense, his gaze fixed on the Chevrolet Impala waiting in the parking lot under the dim glow of the streetlights. Riley followed close behind; the echo of their footsteps against the asphalt set an urgent rhythm.

“Nathan, wait...” she called, but he didn’t slow down. She quickened her pace and grabbed his arm. “Nathan!”

He stopped short, but didn’t turn around. His eyes remained fixed on the horizon, where the fog was beginning to swallow the pines.

“What is it, Riley?” he said, his calm forced. “How about we grab something to eat? I don’t know about you, but drama always makes me hungry.”

“No, Nathan. You’re not dodging this conversation with your textbook sarcasm.” Riley stepped in front of him, forcing him to look at her. Her green eyes burned—not just with anger, but with a concern Nathan hated to see. “What the hell is going on with you?”

“What are you talking about?” Nathan attempted a cynical smile, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “Dealing with idiots is exhausting. And we already hit this month’s quota with Langford.”

“That’s exactly what I mean. Look at me!” she snapped, stepping into his space. “I know how you work. You’re reckless, you’re a first-class cynic, and you love getting on my nerves—but this is different. You don’t lose control like that.”

“And here I thought your boss actually liked you,” Nathan let out a dry laugh and turned, heading back toward the car, trying to shut the conversation down.

“Nathan, stop! You damn idiot, listen to me for once!”

Riley’s shout echoed across the empty parking lot. Nathan froze. It had been years since he’d heard her use that tone; she was the anchor, the professional, the one who never lost her temper with him. He turned slowly.

“You’re damn good at your job,” she continued, lowering her voice but not her intensity. “You don’t crack under pressure. In the four years we’ve been working together, I’ve never seen you have a panic attack on a case. Not once. Until today, on that road. Talk to me. Tell me what’s really going on.”

Nathan fell silent. His fingers instinctively searched for the lighter in his pocket, fidgeting with the cold metal. He stared into nothing, searching the fog for an answer that didn’t sound like a confession—something that wouldn’t make him feel vulnerable. He didn’t find it.

“There’s something eating me alive, Riley,” he finally said, his voice barely a rough whisper. “Where the hell did this case come from? Haven’t you wondered that?”

Riley frowned, thrown off by the shift. “Mrs. Langford called the office, Nathan. She was desperate.”

“And where the hell did she get the number?” he cut in, gesturing vaguely toward the town while still looking at her. “Look at this place. It’s a godforsaken town, buried in some hole on the map. We’ve never worked here. Not even close. So how did she know who we were? How did she know I was the right man for this?”

Riley hesitated, crossing her arms. “I don’t know. I didn’t ask at the time. We close cases, Nathan. Our reputation travels. Why are you obsessing over that now?”

“Because you know my past, Riley. I know you wouldn’t have gotten in that car with me four years ago if you hadn’t looked into what you were getting into.”

He stepped closer, and for the first time, Riley saw real fear breaking through Nathan’s hard exterior.

“My brain doesn’t have filters, Riley. There’s no trash bin to throw things away. It’s called hyperthymesia. A fucked-up condition that means every second of my life is archived in high definition. It’s not that I ‘have a good memory’—it’s that I can’t forget.”

Nathan took another step toward her, his eyes darkening.

“I remember, the way you remember something from five minutes ago, March 28, 1993. I was seven years old. I remember the smell of burnt coffee in the waiting room and my mother crying—trying not to break because she knew I could hear her. I remember the nurse had a small, almost perfectly circular black ink stain on the right pocket of her uniform, and the wall clock read exactly 3:14 a.m. when my aunt came over to tell me my father had died. That’s not a memory, Riley... for me, it’s happening right now. I can still feel the chill that ran through my body in that moment.”

He ran a hand over his face, exhausted by his own mind.

“I have nightmares every damn night about things I’d give my right arm to erase. And then I come to this forgotten town and find people who have the ‘gift’ of amnesia. People who can look at their missing daughter’s room and feel absolutely nothing because their brains just wiped the pain away. It’s a fucking irony, Riley!”

Nathan slammed his palm against the roof of the Impala, the hollow sound shattering the silence.

“It feels like someone’s laughing at me! It feels like someone’s fucking with me!”

The echo of his blow against the car roof faded, leaving behind a tense silence. Riley didn’t step back. She held his gaze, processing the confession, and when she spoke, there was no trace of pity in her voice—only sharp clarity.

“And you really think they’re the lucky ones?” she asked. “Look at them, Nathan. By erasing the pain of losing Lilith, they also erased the love they had for her. They erased her laughter, her birthdays, the way she used to look at them. Their eyes, Nathan... when you look at them, don’t you see it? Like something’s missing. Like they’ve lost a piece of their soul.”

She stepped closer, invading his space.

“You’re in pain because you’re still human—because your memories keep you whole. Those people... they’re suffering inside and they don’t even know why. They feel this massive void in their lives and have no idea where it comes from. If you could press that button right now—if you could forget your father so you wouldn’t feel that chill, that confusion, that pain in the waiting room—are you really sure you’d do it? Because you’d lose him too. Is that really what you want? To lose a huge part of your story just to stop hurting?”

Nathan clenched his jaw but didn’t answer. Riley held his gaze for another second before softening her tone just slightly.

“If someone’s fucking with you, Nathan, you’re making it way too easy for
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