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For the ones who built silence into shelter

For those who learned to survive behind closed doors

And for the ones who finally let someone in anyway
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He builds to keep things in.

She’s about to tear every wall down.
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Chapter 1 — The Grey Workshop
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The knock came again before Luke even decided to acknowledge the first one.

Three sharp hits.

Controlled. Measured. Patient.

Not someone lost.

Someone certain.

Luke stayed where he was for a moment longer, the chisel still resting between his fingers. The workshop had its own kind of silence, heavy with old wood, dust, and time that didn’t ask permission to stay.

Another knock.

Same rhythm.

He exhaled slowly, set the tool down, and wiped his hands on a cloth that had stopped being clean years ago.

Nothing good ever came in a hurry. Especially not here.

When he finally opened the door, the air shifted slightly, like the room itself had to adjust.

Elin stood on the porch.

She wasn’t smiling, but she didn’t look uncertain either. There was something steady about her presence, like she had already decided this meeting would happen before she arrived.

“Luke Hayes?” she asked.

He didn’t answer immediately.

He didn’t like people using his name like that. Like they already knew something about him.

“Depends who’s asking,” he said finally.

A faint pause.

Then she lifted the wrapped object in her hands slightly, careful, deliberate.

“I was told you understand wood,” she said.

Luke’s eyes moved to the bundle before they moved back to her face.

“That depends on the wood,” he replied.

Something almost like amusement crossed her expression, but it didn’t fully land.

“May I come in?” she asked.

He should have said no.

He didn’t.

He stepped aside.

The workshop swallowed her presence slowly, like it was deciding what to do with it. Elin didn’t rush. She looked around once, taking in the unfinished frames, the tools aligned with precision, the absence of anything unnecessary.

“You don’t decorate,” she said.

Luke closed the door behind her.

“I don’t see the point,” he replied.

“That makes this place feel... intentional,” she said.

“It is.”

She walked toward the workbench without hesitation, placing the wrapped object down gently.

It made a soft sound when it touched the wood. Not heavy. Not fragile either.

Final.

Luke watched it longer than he intended to.

“Who gave this to you?” he asked.

Elin hesitated just long enough for him to notice.

“That’s not simple,” she said.

Luke tilted his head slightly.

“Most things aren’t. People just pretend they are.”

That made her look at him differently.

Not softer.

More careful.

“I found it through someone who said you might know what it is,” she said.

Luke didn’t respond. He reached for the paper wrapping instead.

The moment he pulled it back, the smell of old wood surfaced. Not decay. Not freshness.

Memory.

The object underneath was small. Handcrafted. Dark wood with fine grain patterns that didn’t follow any modern technique he recognized.

He turned it slightly in his hands.

Something about it didn’t feel new.

It felt... paused.

Like it had been waiting somewhere for a long time before ending up here.

Elin watched him closely now.

“You recognize it,” she said.

It wasn’t a question.

Luke didn’t answer right away.

Because recognition wasn’t the right word.

“I recognize the intention,” he said finally.

“That sounds like a difference that matters.”

“It does.”

He set it back down carefully.

The workshop felt quieter after that. Not because sound changed, but because attention did.

Elin stepped closer.

“Try it,” she said.

Luke glanced at her.

“Try what?”

“Touch it.”

That should have sounded simple.

It didn’t.

He looked at the object again, then at her.

“You already touched it,” he said.

“I didn’t hear anything,” she replied.

Luke hesitated for a fraction of a second.

Then he reached out.

The moment his fingers made contact, the sound came.

Click.

Clean. Immediate.

Elin didn’t move.

Luke withdrew his hand slowly, watching the object like it had changed shape without permission.

“That’s not mechanical,” she said quietly.

Luke nodded once.

“I know.”

A pause.

Then the second click came.

Without contact.

Both of them froze.

Elin took a slow step closer.

“It did it again,” she said.

Luke didn’t respond immediately. He was watching the object now differently, like distance might matter.

It didn’t.

He reached out again, slower this time.

Contact.

Click.

And then something else underneath it. Fainter. Deeper. Like an echo responding after the fact.

Luke pulled his hand back.

Elin exhaled softly.

“That’s not random,” she said.

“No,” Luke agreed.

The air between them felt different now. Not heavier.

More aware.

Like the workshop had started paying attention too.

Elin studied him instead of the object for a moment.

“You do this often?” she asked.

“Do what?”

“Find things that don’t behave like they should.”

A faint pause crossed his expression.

“No,” he said. “Things usually behave just fine around me.”

“That sounds lonely.”

“It sounds efficient.”

Elin didn’t respond immediately to that.

Instead, she looked back at the object.

“It doesn’t feel like it’s reacting to touch,” she said.

Luke frowned slightly.

“What else would it react to?”

She hesitated.

“Presence,” she said.

That word lingered longer than it should have.

Luke didn’t answer.

Because it didn’t make sense.

And because, in a way he didn’t want to examine too closely, it did.

A soft movement caught his attention near the edge of the table.

Something small.

He looked down.

A single pale petal rested against the wood.

Neither of them had brought anything like that inside.

Elin noticed it at the same time.

She didn’t reach for it.

Neither did he.

It didn’t look out of place.

It looked... placed.

Luke stared at it for a long moment.

Then the object clicked once more.

Not louder.

Not stronger.

Just certain.

Elin’s voice came quietly.

“That’s new,” she said.

Luke didn’t answer.

Because he wasn’t sure it was new at all.

And for the first time since she arrived, he had the unsettling feeling that whatever this was...

had already started long before either of them noticed.
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