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The Still Morning 



The light that found them in the parallel loft was not the sharp, decisive light of dawn, but something softer—a muted silver filtering through windows scrubbed clean by days of relentless snow. It felt like a memory of morning rather than morning itself. Elena woke slowly, her body heavy with a rest she hadn't known was possible, yet her mind was already awake, alert to the subtle differences in the room.

She was not in her loft. She was in Adrianne’s.

The beams overhead were the same familiar wood, but the walls were lined with canvases, their colors subdued by the snowlight. The air, typically charged with the latent energy of her own solitude, now carried a faint, warm scent of turpentine and old paper, a smell of work that was intensely human and comforting.

Adrianne lay beside her, curled into the curve of Elena’s shoulder, her breath a quiet rhythm against the skin of Elena’s neck. Her dark hair smelled like woodsmoke and mint. For a long moment, Elena simply held her, letting the simple, impossible reality of the touch anchor her. She was here. She had crossed. She had chosen. The mirror, now just an ordinary piece of furniture standing against the far wall, was silent, its glass merely reflecting the gentle mess of the room.

It had been weeks since the Crossing on Christmas Eve. Time here had refused to align with her old world's calendar, moving in unpredictable surges and stills, but the emotional calendar had been simple: happiness. An intense, quiet, everyday kind of joy that came from living with a person who saw her fully, whose presence was a form of architectural harmony.

But this morning, the harmony was strained.

The room was too quiet.

Not the peaceful quiet she had yearned for in her old life—the kind that allowed thought to breathe. This was a deeper silence, almost intentional, as if the world itself had muted its volume to avoid disturbing them.

Elena eased herself up slightly, careful not to wake Adrianne. She noted the subtle shift in Adrianne’s breathing as she moved—a slight hitch, then a return to rhythm. Elena looked towards the window, where the snowfall had slowed to a near halt, flakes drifting down with an unnatural slowness.

Her gaze drifted to the wooden clock on the mantlepiece. It was a beautiful piece, hand-carved, a warm contrast to the pale loft walls. But the hands were frozen. Not just stopped—frozen. They indicated a moment in time, precisely 3:47, but the wood, the metal, the small clock-face seemed sealed in stillness.

She frowned, tugging briefly at her lower lip—a nervous habit she had yet to shake in this new world. She’d noticed it before, but attributed it to the strangeness of the other world. Yet the quiet insistence of the immobile time now unsettled her. She pressed her ear close to the wood. No tick. No hum. It felt less like a broken machine and more like a captured moment.

Adrianne stirred, a soft exhale against Elena’s collarbone, and then lifted her head. Her eyes, warm and deep brown, found Elena's. Adrianne shifted her weight, bracing her elbow on the pillow to look at Elena fully.

"You're awake early," Adrianne murmured, her voice thick with sleep. She reached out, her fingers finding the line of Elena’s jaw.

"The silence is loud," Elena replied, leaning into the touch. "The clock's stopped again. It feels like the world is holding its breath."

Adrianne followed her gaze to the mantlepiece. Her smile was soft, unconcerned. "Ah. That old thing. It does that sometimes. Time here is... more suggestion than rule, remember? It bends easily. Especially around us."

She made it sound beautiful. Elena, the architect, felt a small, instinctive unease. Structures that bend easily often break.

"I’ll make coffee," Elena said, the ritual a welcome anchor.

Adrianne slid out of bed with a sigh of contentment, throwing on one of Elena’s discarded cardigans—the soft grey one that now felt like a shared skin. She paused at the foot of the bed, stretching her arms above her head in a languid, unselfconscious motion.

"Let me," Adrianne offered. "You’re still recovering your footing. You should watch the light."

"I design with light, Adrianne, I don't need to be supervised by it," Elena retorted, a familiar edge of dry humour returning.

Adrianne's laughter, low and warm, filled the space—a natural sound that momentarily chased away the unnatural silence. "But you're so lovely when you are forced to be contemplative," she teased. "Go sit."

Elena conceded with a small shake of her head. She settled onto the window seat, wrapping a blanket around her legs. Adrianne moved through the small kitchenette with the easy, graceful fluidity of someone completely at home in her space. Elena watched her, feeling the last vestiges of fear dissolve into warm affection. This was real. This was the life she had chosen.

Adrianne filled the kettle, the sound of the running water loud and normal. She reached for the wooden container holding the local tea blend—a blend Adrianne had created herself, scented with wild mint and frost-bitten berries.

As the kettle began its low, gentle murmur, Adrianne leaned against the counter, her eyes thoughtful. The rising steam softened the hard lines of the room.

"It is strange, though," Adrianne admitted, her gaze sweeping the room. "The quiet. It's too profound. Even for a world that loves to be quiet."

Elena nodded, her fingers tracing the frost patterns on the glass. "It feels like a vacuum. Everything's in place, but there's no pressure."

Adrianne paused, holding the tea tin, her expression turning slightly inward. She tilted her head slightly, waiting for Elena's next admission. "I've been feeling it too. Like the edges of our world are... still."

"Or they've forgotten how to move," Elena suggested.

Adrianne walked to the window seat, kneeling in front of Elena, bringing the scent of pine and paint with her. She looked up at Elena, her eyes searching.

"You've been very happy," Adrianne said, a statement rather than a question. "Since the crossing. Is it... still enough?"

Elena’s hand lifted, covering Adrianne's where it rested on her knee. "It’s everything, Adrianne. It’s more than I thought existed. I don't miss the chaos of the other side. I don't miss the constant noise. I don't miss him."

Adrianne smiled, but the warmth didn't quite reach her eyes. She bit the inner corner of her lower lip before speaking. "Good. Because if my world broke, I’d want to know it was for a reason this strong."

The silence returned, but this time it was heavy with the possibility of a coming storm. The kettle whistled—a sudden, sharp intrusion that made them both flinch.

Adrianne stood, shaking off the mood. "Tea first, philosophy later," she said, her voice bright.

Elena watched her retreat to the counter. The clock still stood frozen at 3:47. The gentle quiet of the loft settled back in.

Adrianne prepared the tea, the minty steam curling upwards. She brought two earthenware mugs to the small, low-slung table near the fireplace.

"Here," Adrianne said, setting the mugs down. "Warmth is the best defence against a philosophical crisis."

Elena reached for hers, inhaling the mint and the heat. She looked around the room, which felt too perfect, too ready.

"It’s too quiet, even for winter," Adrianne murmured, staring into her mug. "Like silence is remembering everything."

Elena took a sip of the warm, sharp tea. She knew what Adrianne meant. The quiet wasn't empty; it was full of unreleased tension.

"Maybe silence is just another kind of echo," Elena said, the words slipping out almost involuntarily.

As she spoke, her gaze drifted past Adrianne, settling briefly on the small, framed sketch Adrianne had propped near the window. It was a study of light hitting snow—minimalist, elegant.

But in the reflection of the smooth, dark frame, Elena saw something that shouldn't be there: a faint, almost transparent seam running diagonally through the wood and across the sketch itself—a line that didn't exist in reality.

It was a structural flaw. A crack in the architecture of the world.

Elena blinked. The seam vanished. The reflection was normal, the wood smooth.

Her tea suddenly tasted cold.

Adrianne smiled up at her, oblivious. "See? Everything here has two meanings now. Welcome to my parallel life, architect."

Elena smiled back, but her gaze lingered on the frame, feeling the faint, terrifying pull of structural imbalance beneath the perfect, quiet surface of their new life.

She told herself it was fatigue. A trick of the low, reflective snow-light playing off the varnished wood. A subconscious reaction to the unnerving stillness of the world Adrianne insisted was home. As an architect, she understood how the eye could trick the mind, how a shadow could become a line, how two intersecting planes could suggest an angle that wasn't there. She had built a career on identifying these optical illusions, on creating spaces that were fundamentally sound despite the softness of the light that defined them.

But she also knew when a structure was complaining. And the room, this morning, was complaining with an intentional silence.

She stood and walked to the mantlepiece, reaching out to the frozen clock. Her fingers traced the carved pattern of the wood. It was cool, smooth, and utterly lifeless. There was no internal mechanism, no whisper of gears. It was a beautiful husk.

Adrianne watched her, tilting her head, her gaze soft and slightly amused. "Looking for the escape hatch, love?"

"I'm looking for the fracture point," Elena corrected, without looking away. "Everything has one. A place where the tension is strongest. A break where the structure meets the greatest load."

Adrianne rose, gathering the mugs. The gentle clink of ceramic against ceramic was jarring in the silence. "And what does the fracture point of happiness look like, in your world?"

Elena turned to her, placing her hand flat on the wooden clock face. "It looks like something pretending to be still when it should be moving. It looks like a lie accepted because the truth is too terrifying."

Adrianne didn't look away, but the smile faded entirely. Her gaze was suddenly serious, introspective—the Adrianne who had waited seven years for a miracle. "That's a very architect way of describing a quiet morning."

"It's the only way I know how to process magic, Adrianne. By looking for the flaw in the foundation," Elena admitted. "I came here because this felt like the only place that could hold me. But this morning, I feel like I'm the one straining the beams."

Adrianne crossed the room in two strides, setting the mugs down on the counter. She stopped in front of Elena, cupping her face in both paint-stained hands. Her skin was warm, grounding.

"Elena, look at me," Adrianne said, her voice low, pulling her attention inward. "You are not a flaw. You are the reason this world decided to start moving again. It might be quiet because it's adjusting. It might be still because it's waiting to see what we do next. But it's holding, and it's holding for you."

"But what if my presence here is what makes it unstuck in a way that hurts?" Elena whispered, a sudden, familiar fear tightening her chest. "The other me—she died because of a fracture. I don't want to be the reason for another one."

Adrianne's eyes softened, a deep, liquid warmth washing over the last traces of fear. "You are not her. You are here. And you, my stubborn architect, are the most resilient structure I know." She kissed Elena gently, a quiet promise in the soft pressure of her lips.

When she drew back, the light in the loft had shifted slightly, turning the silver of the windows to a faint, hopeful gold.

"Let's go paint," Adrianne suggested, her voice lighter. "Or you can draw. But no more contemplating the physics of your anxiety before noon. Agreed?"

Elena nodded, feeling the tension ease. "Agreed." She took Adrianne's hand.

They moved toward the small art studio nestled in the corner of the loft. Elena paused as she passed the framed sketch near the window again. She glanced at the smooth, dark wood of the frame. Nothing. Perfectly normal. She sighed, dismissing the hallucination as a lingering shadow of her old anxiety.

But as Adrianne opened the window just a crack—a quiet sound that should have been accompanied by the gentle rush of winter air—Elena saw it again.

Not in the reflection this time. On the frame itself.

A minuscule line, no thicker than a single thread of silk, had appeared on the outer edge of the dark wood. It ran precisely where the reflection of the seam had been only moments before. It was not dirt, nor shadow, but a genuine, structural crack, visible only because Elena, the master of structural integrity, knew exactly where to look for the failure point.

It was impossible. The frame was solid, antique wood. It had not moved.

Elena stopped breathing.

The quiet of the room deepened. The movement of Adrianne's hand, opening the window, seemed to slow.

"Adrianne," Elena murmured, her voice barely a breath. "Look."

Adrianne paused, her head tilted, listening to the small sound of the window latch. "Just the wind, love."

"No," Elena insisted
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