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Chapter Zero. Crane, Before
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Alex Crane was the kind of man people didn't notice.

Not because he was dull — he just didn't take up more space than he needed. He didn't sigh in queues. He didn't spread his elbows on public transport. He didn't interrupt in meetings. His colleagues called him calm. His wife — in her time — had called him closed off. The gap between those two words was about the same as the gap between "thrifty" and "tight": entirely a matter of which side you were on.

Thirty-two. Quantity surveyor at a small engineering firm. Solid, unglamorous work: figures, specs, sign-offs. No creativity involved, which suited him fine. He'd watched creativity happen to colleagues. It looked like a slow-motion breakdown with better vocabulary.

Ground-floor flat in Balham. One bedroom. Dog named Biscuit — some kind of terrier cross, found shivering under a parked car three years ago, now occupying the sofa with the composure of an animal that had finally got its affairs in order. Crane understood him completely.

Divorced eighteen months back. Quietly — with him, it was always quietly. Claire had packed over a weekend, left her keys on the kitchen counter and a note: Don't forget to feed Biscuit. She'd remembered the dog. Not herself. That probably meant something.

They still talked occasionally. Once a month, give or take. Always neutral — a weather report for somewhere neither of them lived anymore. She asked about work. He asked about work. Then one of them said "anyway" and they hung up. Crane wasn't sure why they kept doing it. He never suggested they stop.

Then there was Pete — Pete Holloway, university, now selling something in construction. They met every couple of weeks: a pint, sometimes pool, conversation about nothing much. Pete was one of those people who could talk for hours and say almost nothing. Crane valued this. After a full day at the office, where everyone was always signalling something, Pete's noise was like white noise — comfortable, consequence-free.

Crane didn't say much about himself. Not out of secrecy — he just didn't see the angle. What was there to report? Work was fine. Flat was fine. Biscuit was fine. Life in general — fine, which was more than a lot of people could honestly claim.

He read a lot. Non-fiction, mostly: history, science, books about how things were organised and why. Fiction didn't really land. Characters made inexplicable choices and the author expected emotional responses that arrived in Crane, if they arrived at all, about two chapters late.

There was one thing he'd noticed about himself but never said out loud: he was good at reading people. Not their minds — just their states. Someone would walk into a room and he'd already know: nervous, or lying, or quietly satisfied but not showing it. He couldn't account for how. Posture, timing, the way a pause sat before a word. A born observer — that was the phrase he used with himself, when he used any.

It helped at work. On dates, it was a liability. Knowing someone was thinking one thing while saying another made it hard to pretend otherwise. Hard to be charmed.

He and Claire had met because she was one of the few people he couldn't read. She was unpredictable — not chaotic, just alive in a way that didn't follow the usual patterns. That had drawn him in.

As it turned out, unpredictability ran in both directions. Their end had been unpredictable too — nothing had gone wrong, and then everything had.

Crane thought about it occasionally. Not with regret — with a kind of detached curiosity. The way you think about a puzzle you'd set aside and never quite returned to.

Ordinary man. Quiet, observant, mild. Living without unnecessary noise.

Until the noise started finding him.

* * *
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Chapter One. Static
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It started on a bus.

Alex Crane — thirty-two, quantity surveyor, divorced, dog named Biscuit — was standing at the rail, thinking about bread he'd forgotten to buy, when he felt someone else's irritation.

Not his own. Definitely not his own — he knew his own irritation well; it was low-level and familiar, like a bad knee he'd learned to walk around. This was something else: sharp, hot, almost physical, as if the person next to him had exhaled heat directly into his ear.

He looked around. A woman in her forties, phone out, face blank. Nothing showing. But something was coming off her — tight and spiky, like a clenched hand pressed against the inside of her chest.

Crane shook his head. Lack of sleep. The bus reached his stop.

The next day — again.

Coffee queue, morning. Someone else's anxiety landing on him from nowhere, cold and quick, then gone. The man in front paid and left. Crane stood there with his cup, with the odd sense of having just missed something — something that wasn't even his to miss.

Third day — sharper. The lift, his neighbour Victor: retired, seventies, carrier bag of vegetables, a man Crane had said good morning to for three years without learning a single fact about his life. Something came off him as the floors ticked past — heavy, old, settled. Not a word. An image: a desk, a stack of papers, someone else's chair. Anger that had been sitting there so long it had stopped being sharp.

Crane got out on his floor thinking: Victor wants to hand in his notice.

Which made no sense. Victor was retired.

But the thought sat there, specific and certain.

He mentioned it to Pete.

They were at their usual pub — corner table, Pete already on his second pint. Crane described it carefully: a strange thing he'd been noticing, feeling other people's moods, physically, like picking up a signal.

Pete gave this due consideration. Then said:

"That's empathy, mate. People have it."

"I know what empathy is."

"There you go, then. Congratulations. You've become a person."

"Pete."

"What?"

"This is different."

Pete looked at him with the expression he got when he genuinely couldn't tell if Crane was being serious, poured himself another, and said:

"See a doctor. Just in case."

Crane didn't see a doctor. But he started paying attention.

* * *
[image: ]


A week later — words.

Fragments, not sentences. Static between stations. At the office, a colleague staring at her screen: ...him again... — and nothing else. A supermarket, man at the self-checkout: ...won't be enough... — anxiety tied to a specific number. The Tube, barely there: ...home... — and behind it, exhaustion so heavy it was almost physical.

He called Claire. Not because she'd have answers — just because he'd run out of other options.

"Everything alright?" she said.

"More or less. Have you ever — felt someone else's mood very accurately? Like you actually knew what they were thinking?"

A pause.

"Sometimes," said Claire. "That's just intuition."

"No. This is different."

"Alex." Her voice shifted into the register she used when she was being careful. "Are you sleeping?"

"Fine."

"Eating?"

"Claire."

"What?"

"Forget it. I was just asking."

He hung up. Looked at the phone.

"Not that I expected anything useful," he said to Biscuit.

Biscuit exhaled through his nose in a way that could have meant anything.

* * *
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Crane started keeping notes. Not a journal — just data. Date, location, person, what he'd picked up, how it turned out. An engineer's habit: observations first, conclusions when warranted.

After a month, the conclusions were hard to avoid.

It worked. Consistently, reliably, getting more precise. Emotions almost every time. Images regularly. Words when someone was thinking in a focused, deliberate way — when the internal monologue came close to the surface. Most people, most of the time, don't actually think in words. They feel, react, move through things. A verbal thought is an effort. Uncommon.

Crane started listening differently: not for words, but for states. Fear had a texture — cold, slightly airless. Anger was pressure. Joy, when it showed up, was almost weightless, surprising every time. Lying had a specific quality: a small ongoing strain, the effort of keeping two things separate.

Empty room — silence. Open-plan office — twenty overlapping backgrounds, like a busy market. The Tube in rush hour — somewhere between a systems failure and a mass confessional. He learned to filter. To tune in on one person and let the rest fall back. The way a sound engineer isolates a voice from a full mix.

It gave him headaches. It
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