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Chapter 1 — The City of Quiet Lights
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The clock on the wall showed 11:47 PM when Elias Varen finally stepped out of the municipal archive building.

The street outside was almost empty.

A weak yellow streetlamp flickered above the entrance. The fog coming from the sea had already started crawling through the narrow streets of Nocthaven. It always came at night, slow and quiet, like it belonged there.

Elias pulled his coat a little tighter and started walking.

He followed the same route he had used for years. Down Alder Street, past the closed bookstore, then across the old tram tracks that no longer worked.

Most people in Nocthaven were already asleep at this hour.

Elias preferred it that way.

Less noise.
Less people.
Less conversation.
He stopped at the corner for a moment and looked across the road.

The café was still open.

The small wooden sign above the door read Mara’s Night Café, the paint already fading from years of sea air.

The light inside was warm compared to the cold street.

Elias crossed the road and pushed the door open.

A small bell rang.

Inside, the café looked the same as always. Four tables near the window. A long wooden counter. Old music playing quietly from a speaker that probably should have been replaced years ago.

Behind the counter, Mara glanced up.

She was wiping a glass with a towel.

“You’re late tonight,” she said.

Elias walked to the counter and sat on the stool he always used.

“Work.”

Mara poured coffee into a mug without asking.

“You always say that.”

Elias shrugged.

“Because it’s true.”

She slid the mug across the counter.

“Archives again?”

“Yes.”

“You ever get bored reading old records all night?”

Elias took a sip.

The coffee was hot.

“Not really.”

Mara leaned on the counter.

“You’re the only person I know who enjoys reading about property taxes from forty years ago.”

“Someone has to do it.”

She smirked.

“You should try living a little.”

“I am living.”

Mara raised an eyebrow.

“This counts as living to you?”

Elias looked around the quiet café.

“I like quiet.”

Mara sighed.

“Of course you do.”

For a moment neither of them spoke.

Outside the window, fog continued filling the street.

A car passed slowly and disappeared into the white haze.

Mara placed the glass she had been cleaning back under the counter.

“You hear about the missing person case?” she asked.

Elias looked up.

“No.”

“Another one.”

“Where?”

“Near the docks.”

Elias took another sip of coffee.

“That’s the third this year.”

“Fourth,” Mara corrected.

“Fourth?”

“Police found a bicycle last night. Just lying near the pier.”

“No body?”

“Nothing.”

Elias didn’t say anything for a moment.

Then he shrugged.

“Probably someone leaving town.”

Mara shook her head.

“You’re too calm about everything.”

“People leave cities all the time.”

“Not like this.”

Elias didn’t respond.

Mara watched him for a moment.

“You ever think about leaving?” she asked.

“No.”

“Why not?”

“This place is quiet.”

“That’s your only reason?”

“It’s enough.”

Mara laughed quietly.

“You’re a strange man, Elias.”

He didn’t deny it.

After a few minutes, Elias finished his coffee and placed the mug back on the counter.

“How much?”

“You know I don’t charge you every night.”

“I know.”

“Just go home.”

Elias stood.

“Thanks.”

As he walked toward the door, Mara spoke again.

“Elias.”

He stopped and looked back.

“The fog’s thicker tonight.”

He glanced outside.

“It’s always thick.”

“Not like this.”

Elias opened the door.

Cold air entered the café immediately.

“Good night, Mara.”

“Good night.”

The bell rang again as the door closed.

Outside, the street looked even quieter than before.

Elias began walking again.

His apartment was about ten minutes away.

Most buildings on this street were old brick structures from decades ago. Some windows had lights on, but most were dark.

He passed the bookstore.

Closed.

Then the pharmacy.

Closed.

When he reached the intersection near the tram tracks, he slowed down.

Something felt different.

He couldn’t immediately explain it.

Maybe it was the fog.

Maybe it was the silence.

Then he noticed something.

Someone was standing near the streetlamp.

A woman.

She was standing still, looking at the empty street.

Elias frowned slightly.

It wasn’t common to see people out here at this hour.

Especially not standing alone.

He kept walking.

As he approached, the woman turned her head slightly.

She looked at him.

For a brief moment, neither of them spoke.

She looked calm.

Not scared.

Not surprised.

Just... watching him.

Elias stopped a few steps away.

“You’re going to get cold standing there,” he said.

The woman studied him for a second.

Then she spoke.

“Do you live here?”

Her voice was quiet but clear.

“Yes.”

She looked around the street slowly.

“This city is very quiet at night.”

Elias nodded.

“That’s why I like it.”

She looked back at him.

“You like quiet places?”

“Yes.”

“That’s rare.”

“Not really.”

Another moment passed.

The fog moved slowly between them.

Elias looked around the empty street.

“You lost?” he asked.

The woman shook her head.

“No.”

“Waiting for someone?”

“No.”

“Then why are you standing here?”

She thought for a moment.

“I’m not sure.”

Elias frowned slightly.

“That’s a strange answer.”

“Maybe.”

The streetlamp flickered above them.

For a brief second the light dimmed.

Then it came back.

Elias studied her face more carefully now.

He was certain he had never seen her before.

That was unusual.

Nocthaven wasn’t a big city.

Most people recognized each other.

“You’re not from here,” he said.

“How can you tell?”

“I’ve never seen you.”

She smiled slightly.

“That doesn’t mean I’m not from here.”

Elias shrugged.

“Maybe.”

The woman looked at him again.

“You come from the archive building.”

Elias blinked.

“Yes.”

“You work there.”

“Yes.”

“How long?”

“About five years.”

She nodded slowly.

“That explains it.”

“Explains what?”

“You look like someone who reads too many old records.”

Elias raised an eyebrow.

“That’s oddly specific.”

She smiled again.

Then she looked past him toward the foggy street.

“What time is it?”

Elias checked his watch.

“Midnight.”

The woman looked back at him.

“Already?”

“Yes.”

She seemed to think about something.

Then she spoke again.

“You should go home.”

Elias frowned.

“I was planning to.”

“Good.”

“Why?”

She didn’t answer immediately.

Instead she stepped back slightly into the fog.

“Because the city changes after midnight.”

Elias stared at her.

“That sounds dramatic.”

“Maybe.”

“Are you serious?”

She looked at him one more time.

“Yes.”

Then she turned and began walking down the street.

Within seconds the fog swallowed her figure.

Elias stood there for a moment.

The street was silent again.

He walked forward a few steps.

She was gone.

Completely.

He looked down the road.

Nothing.

No footsteps.

No movement.

Just fog.

Elias exhaled slowly.

“Strange.”

He turned and continued toward his apartment.

But one thought stayed in his mind the entire walk home.

He was certain about something.

He had lived in Nocthaven for five years.

And yet...

He had never seen that woman before.

And in a city this small—

That almost never happened.

Elias woke up to the sound of something hitting the window.

He opened his eyes slowly.

For a moment he stayed still in bed, trying to figure out what it was.

Then it came again.

Tap.

Tap.

Tap.

He turned his head toward the window beside the bed.

Rain.

Small drops hitting the glass.

The sky outside was still gray. Early morning. The fog from the night hadn’t fully disappeared yet.

Elias sat up and ran a hand through his hair.

His apartment was small. One bedroom, a small kitchen, and a living area that mostly held bookshelves and a desk.

Nothing fancy.

But it was quiet.

He stood up and walked to the window.

The street below looked almost empty.

A delivery truck passed slowly.

A man walking a dog.

Nothing unusual.

But the image from last night came back to him.

The woman under the streetlamp.

Her calm voice.

And the strange way she disappeared into the fog.

Elias shook his head.

“Probably just passing through,” he muttered.

He moved away from the window and headed to the kitchen.

Ten minutes later he was dressed and drinking coffee while standing near the sink.

His shift at the archive didn’t start until noon.

Night shift workers had strange schedules.

Elias didn’t mind.

He preferred working when the building was quiet.

Less people asking questions.

Less conversations.

He finished his coffee, grabbed his coat, and left the apartment.

Outside, the city looked completely different from the night before.

The fog was thinner.

People were walking to work.

Cars moved through the streets.

The silence of night had been replaced by normal city noise.

Elias walked down the sidewalk with his hands in his coat pockets.

As he passed the intersection near the tram tracks, he slowed down slightly.

This was where he saw the woman last night.

The streetlamp still stood there.

Nothing unusual.

Just a normal corner.

A man pushing a bicycle rode past him.

Two teenagers crossed the street.

Everything looked ordinary.

Elias stood there for a moment longer than necessary.

Then he kept walking.

“Morning, Elias!”

He turned his head.

The voice came from a small grocery store.

Mr. Calder, the owner, was standing outside arranging fruit crates.

“Morning,” Elias replied.

“You look tired.”

“I work nights.”

“Still doing that archive job?”

“Yes.”

Mr. Calder laughed.

“You must know every old document in this city by now.”

“Not even close.”

Elias continued walking.

About twenty minutes later he arrived at the Nocthaven Municipal Archive building.

The structure looked older than most buildings in the city.

Stone walls.

Tall windows.

Heavy wooden doors.

Inside, the air always smelled like paper and dust.

Elias pushed the door open and stepped inside.

The reception area was quiet.

Only one other person was there.

Lena sat behind the front desk reading something on her phone.

She looked up when she heard the door.

“Hey.”

“Hey.”

“You’re early,” she said.

“Couldn’t sleep.”

Lena leaned back in her chair.

“That’s the problem with night shifts.”

Elias shrugged.

“I’m used to it.”

She studied his face for a moment.

“You look like you’re thinking about something.”

“Just tired.”

“Sure.”

Elias walked past the desk toward the hallway that led to the archive rooms.

Lena called after him.

“Hey.”

He stopped.

“What?”

“You hear about the missing person?”

“Near the docks?”

She nodded.

“Police came by earlier.”

“For what?”

“Asking about old records.”

Elias frowned slightly.

“What kind of records?”

“Property stuff. Building permits. Old harbor maps.”

“That’s odd.”

“Yeah.”

Lena looked curious now.

“You don’t think it’s weird?”

“People disappear sometimes.”

“That’s your explanation for everything.”

“It’s usually the correct one.”

Lena sighed.

“You’re impossible to talk to.”

“Probably.”

He turned and continued down the hallway.

The archive room door creaked slightly when he opened it.

Inside, rows of metal shelves filled the large room.

Thousands of folders.

Old records dating back decades.

Elias switched on the lights.

Fluorescent lamps flickered before fully lighting the room.

He walked to his desk near the back wall.

A stack of documents was already waiting.

Night shift work mostly involved organizing records that had been requested during the day.

Elias sat down and opened the first folder.

Property ownership records.

Old harbor warehouse permits.

Routine work.

For about an hour he worked quietly.

Sorting.

Stamping.

Filing.

The steady routine usually helped him clear his mind.

But today something kept interrupting his focus.

The woman.

Her face.

Her voice.

“The city changes after midnight.”

Elias leaned back in his chair.

“That’s a strange thing to say,” he murmured.

He stared at the shelves around him.

This building held records about almost everything in the city.

Births.

Deaths.

Property ownership.

Construction permits.

Even old census data.

If the woman lived in Nocthaven, there would probably be some record of her somewhere.

Elias hesitated.

Then he stood up.

“Just curiosity,” he told himself.

He walked toward the older records section.

These shelves contained resident registries from the past twenty years.

Thousands of names.

He began scanning through them.

Ten minutes passed.

Then fifteen.

Still nothing.

Elias rubbed the back of his neck.

“This is pointless.”

He was about to close the folder when Lena’s voice came from the doorway.

“You talking to yourself again?”

Elias turned.

“You shouldn’t sneak up on people.”

“I walked normally.”

“What do you want?”

She stepped inside the room.

“Coffee break.”

“I just started working.”

“Exactly. Perfect time for a break.”

Elias closed the folder.

“Fine.”

They walked back toward the front of the building.

The small staff kitchen had a coffee machine that barely worked.

Lena pressed a button and waited.

“You’re acting weird today,” she said.

“I’m always weird.”

“Not like this.”

She handed him a paper cup of coffee.

“What happened?”

“Nothing.”

She crossed her arms.

“You saw something last night.”

Elias looked at her.

“How do you know?”

“You have that look.”

“What look?”

“The ‘something strange happened but I don’t want to talk about it’ look.”

Elias sighed.

“I met someone.”

“A woman?”

“Yes.”

Lena grinned.

“Well that explains everything.”

“It’s not like that.”

“Where did you meet her?”

“Near the tram tracks.”

“Late at night?”

“Yes.”

“Romantic.”

“It wasn’t romantic.”

Lena leaned forward.

“So what’s strange about it?”

Elias thought for a moment.

“I’ve never seen her before.”

“That’s not strange.”

“In this city it kind of is.”

“Did she say her name?”

“No.”

“Where she lives?”

“No.”

“Phone number?”

Elias stared at her.

“I talked to her for maybe two minutes.”

“And you didn’t ask anything useful?”

“She disappeared.”

Lena blinked.

“What?”

“She walked into the fog and vanished.”

“That sounds dramatic.”

“It was dark.”

“So you lost sight of her.”

“Probably.”

Lena sipped her coffee.

“Or maybe she’s a ghost.”

Elias rolled his eyes.

“You watch too many horror movies.”

“I’m serious. Maybe Nocthaven is haunted.”

“Very funny.”

They stood in silence for a moment.

Then Lena spoke again.

“You’re thinking about her though.”

Elias didn’t answer.

She smiled.

“I knew it.”

“It’s just curiosity.”

“Sure.”

Lena finished her coffee and threw the cup away.

“Well if you see her again, ask her name this time.”

“I will.”

Elias turned to go back to the archive room.

But Lena said one more thing before he left.

“Elias.”

He looked back.

“What?”

“Did she look... normal?”

“What kind of question is that?”

“I mean... not injured, right?”

“No.”

“Okay.”

“Why?”

Lena shrugged.

“Just wondering.”

Elias walked back to the archive room.

But Lena’s question stayed in his head.

Did she look normal?

He sat down at his desk again.

Work continued.

Hours passed.

The city outside slowly moved toward evening.

And Elias kept thinking about one thing.

The woman under the streetlamp.

Something about that encounter didn’t feel random.

It felt like the beginning of something.

He just didn’t know what yet.

By the time Elias finished his shift, the sky outside had already turned dark.

The archive building was quiet again.

Lena had gone home hours earlier. The daytime staff were gone. Only the faint hum of the fluorescent lights remained in the long hallway.

Elias closed the last folder on his desk and stretched his arms.

“Finally.”

He stood up and looked around the archive room one more time.

Rows of shelves.

Thousands of files.

The same view he had seen almost every night for five years.

Normally he would leave without thinking about anything.

But tonight was different.

Because part of him was curious.

Curious about whether the woman from last night would appear again.

Elias turned off the lights and walked toward the exit.

The main door creaked when he pushed it open.

Cold night air greeted him immediately.

The fog had returned.

Just like the night before.

Maybe even thicker.

Elias stepped onto the sidewalk and closed the door behind him.

The street was quiet.

Not completely empty, but quiet enough that footsteps echoed slightly.

He started walking.

Same route as always.

Down Alder Street.

Past the old bookstore.

Across the tram tracks.

As he walked, he noticed something strange.

The fog tonight felt heavier.

Streetlights barely cut through it.

Everything looked blurred.

Almost unreal.

Elias shoved his hands into his coat pockets and kept moving.

A few minutes later he reached the same intersection as yesterday.

The streetlamp was still there.

Its light flickered weakly through the fog.

Elias slowed his pace.

Then he stopped.

Someone was standing there again.

The same place.

Under the same streetlamp.

The same woman.

She was looking at the empty road just like last night.

Elias walked closer.

“You again.”

The woman turned her head.

Her expression didn’t change.

“I was wondering if you’d come back,” she said.

Elias frowned slightly.

“You expected me?”

“Maybe.”

“That’s confident.”

She shrugged.

“You look like someone who notices things.”

Elias stopped a few steps away from her.

“You’re standing in the exact same spot.”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“I like this street.”

“That’s not a reason.”

“It’s enough for me.”

Elias studied her more carefully now.

She wore the same dark coat as yesterday.

Her hair moved slightly in the wind.

For some reason, the fog didn’t seem to bother her.

“You still haven’t told me your name,” he said.

She looked at him for a moment.

“Lyra.”

“Lyra?”

“Yes.”

“Last name?”

“Vale.”

Elias nodded slowly.

“I’m Elias.”

“I know.”

That made him pause.

“How?”

“You work at the archive building.”

“That doesn’t explain how you know my name.”

Lyra tilted her head slightly.

“This city is small.”
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