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Chapter 1 — Yesterday
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The newsroom had gone quiet after Vaughn finished shouting.

Everyone was still breathing, still pretending not to look at the bodies.

Gregory kept his eyes on the monitor long after the editor’s voice had faded. The unfinished correction sat at the top of the internal feed with his name beneath it in bold.

Three paragraphs withdrawn.
Source unverified.
Legal review pending.
A public retraction before midnight.
Richard Vaughn had delivered the humiliation loudly enough for half the floor to hear.

“You publish rumours again and you’re finished here.”

What Gregory remembered most afterward was the silence.

People in the newsroom always went quiet around public failure because they were measuring distance—how close they had stood to the blast, whether anyone would remember seeing them beside you before impact.

The scrape of chairs sounded deliberate now. Phones vibrated softly across desks. Conversations lowered when he passed.

Nobody wanted proximity to contamination.

Marcus Hale walked by carrying coffee and paused long enough to glance at Gregory’s screen.

“That bad?”

Gregory watched him take a sip before answering.

Marcus always drank coffee after someone else got humiliated. Gregory had noticed it six months ago and now couldn’t stop noticing.

He said nothing.

Marcus smirked faintly and continued toward the lifts.

The worst part was that Gregory had almost been right. The minister really had been preparing to resign. Another reporter would probably confirm it by morning, and Gregory would still be remembered as the idiot who moved too early.

Timing mattered more than truth here.

He closed the article window before he could reread the correction again. His inbox was already filling with messages pretending to sound supportive.

Tough night.

Happens to everyone.

You’ll recover.

Every sentence felt parasitic.

Claire called while he was waiting for the train home. He let it ring once before answering.

“You alive?” she asked.

“Unfortunately.”

“You left before I could find you.”

“Didn’t really feel like staying for the postmortem.”

A pause.

“You want me to come over?”

His reflection hovered faintly in the dark station window. Pale face. Loosened tie. Eyes avoiding themselves.

“No. I’m fine.”

“You don’t sound fine.”

“I said I’m fine.”

Too quick.

He hated hearing himself answer that way. It sounded exactly like his father—irritation thrown over embarrassment before anyone could touch it directly.

Claire exhaled softly through the speaker.

“Greg—”

“I just need one night without everyone analysing me.”

Another pause.

“Okay,” she said carefully. “Call me later?”

“Yeah.”

But he already knew he wouldn’t.

The flat smelled faintly of dust and old radiator heat when he stepped inside. Small kitchen. Narrow hallway. Cracked paint near the ceiling he kept meaning to fix.

The kind of place people described as temporary for years.

His bag dropped beside the sofa, and silence settled around the flat.

Then the ticking started.

He stopped moving.

At first, he assumed it came from the neighbour’s wall clock again, but this sounded closer. Sharper. Mechanical.

Stillness spread through the kitchen as he listened.

The sound seemed to be coming from somewhere near the old cupboards beside the sink.

The kitchen had been ancient when he moved in. Crooked woodwork. Warped panels. Cheap repairs layered over older repairs. The landlord avoided discussing the building for longer than necessary.

When Gregory crouched beside the lower cabinet, the ticking immediately grew louder.

His hand pressed against the wood panel near the pipes.

Something shifted beneath it.

A loose section.

The board came away with a dry crack of dust.

Behind it sat a narrow-hidden compartment built into the wall.

“What the hell...”

Inside, resting alone in darkness, was a clock.

It wasn’t large, maybe the size of a thick book. Brass-coloured metal, polished enough to catch the weak kitchen light. Elegant curves. Tiny, engraved markings worn smooth by age. The glass face reflected his expression faintly back at him.

The ticking continued inside the compartment.

Patient.

Someone had hidden it there deliberately.

His first thought was money.

Antique. Possibly valuable.

The clock felt heavier than expected when he lifted it free. Cold metal settled into his palms.

The ticking deepened slightly once it moved.

No manufacturer name. No obvious branding. Only engraved lines circling the edges and a rectangular set of tiny boxes beneath the clock face labelled:

DAY.
MONTH.
YEAR.
Yesterday’s date sat beneath the glass.

His thumb pushed experimentally against the mechanism.

Forward.

Nothing.

Again.

Still nothing.

Turning it backwards shifted the date immediately.

One day earlier.

A custom mechanism, maybe.

Forward again.

Impossible.

Only backwards.

The sound inside the clock remained perfectly even.

His eyes drifted back to the hidden compartment in the wall.

Why hide something like this?

If it was valuable, why leave it behind?

Unless they wanted nobody else finding it.

Vaughn’s voice still echoed somewhere in the back of his head.

You’re finished here.

The clock was set carefully onto the kitchen counter.

Tomorrow he would look properly. Search the markings. Find someone who understood antiques.

Right now, he had enough problems already.

He rubbed both hands slowly over his face.

The flat remained silent except for the ticking. Somewhere outside, distant sirens drifted through the city.

His reflection stared back from the dark kitchen window beside the brass clock.

For the first time all night, the humiliation inside his chest loosened slightly.

He reached for the clock again.

The counter was empty.

The ticking continued.

Precise.

The temperature in the kitchen seemed to thin slightly, as though a window somewhere had opened without sound.

His attention shifted toward the cabinet beside the sink.

The sound was coming from inside the wall.

The clock sat exactly where he had first found it.

Resting alone in darkness.

Still ticking.

For a moment Gregory couldn’t remember placing it on the counter.

Then the memory returned.

His hand leaving it there.

Very carefully, he slid the loose panel back into place.

The ticking dulled behind the wood.

A few seconds later, he locked the kitchen door and went to bed.
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Chapter 2 — Rewind
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Gregory barely slept.

Every time he closed his eyes, he saw the correction notice glowing on the newsroom monitors, his name beneath it. Permanent now. Archived somewhere inside the paper’s system long after everyone involved stopped pretending to care.

At half three in the morning, he gave up trying.

The flat sat in darkness except for the kitchen light he had forgotten to turn off. Barefoot and exhausted, he wandered toward it, then stopped.

The clock still sat exactly where he had left it.

Tick.

Tick.

Tick.

The sound carried differently at night.

He leaned against the counter, studying it again. Brass casing. Fine scratches near the edges. The tiny date display beneath the face.

Yesterday’s date.

“This is insane.”

Still, his hand moved toward it.

The mechanism shifted backwards smoothly beneath his thumb.

Two days ago.

Three.

Four.

The movement felt unnervingly precise.

He turned it forward again.

Yesterday.

Always stopping there.

His thumb brushed against a small, recessed button near the base.

A click.

The ticking stopped.

The silence that followed felt wrong immediately. Not empty exactly. Interrupted.

For a brief second Gregory had the disorientating impression that something inside the room had continued moving after everything else stopped, like hearing the final word of a sentence before the beginning reached you.

Then the kitchen lurched sideways.

Gregory staggered backwards.

The walls blurred. Light stretched across the counter in pale streaks, and pressure folded violently through his skull.

He reached for the counter.

His hand passed through empty air.

At the same moment he felt the impact anyway.

Cold laminate against his palm.

The sensation arrived half a second after the movement.

The kitchen flickered.

For an instant he saw himself still standing beside the counter holding the clock.

Then darkness swallowed everything.

He woke sharply in bed.

Morning light spilled through the curtains.

His alarm clock read 7:12 AM.

For several seconds he stared around the room.

Bedroom.

Wardrobe.

Chair buried beneath clothes.

Everything normal.

A laugh escaped under his breath.

Stress finally catching up with him.

He pressed both hands against his face.

Then his phone buzzed.

A calendar notification appeared across the screen.

THURSDAY — Editorial Review Meeting — 9:30 AM.

His eyes narrowed.

Thursday.

No.

Yesterday had been Thursday.

Today was Friday.

He reached for the remote beside the bed and switched on the television.

The morning presenter smiled brightly beneath a headline discussing a transport strike beginning tomorrow.

Tomorrow.

Exactly the same wording as yesterday morning.

The television muted beneath his thumb.

Something tightened slowly inside his chest.

“No.”

The phone screen still displayed Thursday’s date.

One day earlier.

He crossed the flat too quickly, nearly catching his shoulder against the hallway wall.

The kitchen counter stood empty.

No clock.

Cupboards.

Sink.

Table.

Nothing.

Then the memory returned.

The hidden compartment.

The loose panel came away in his hands.

The clock sat inside exactly where he had first found it.

Ticking.

His pulse climbed hard into his throat.

There had to be an explanation.

Exhaustion.

A breakdown.

Some kind of dissociative episode.

But the television.

The phone.

The date.

He slid the panel shut again, then opened it immediately.

The clock remained inside.

Another thought surfaced beneath the panic.

You know what happens today.

He shut the compartment harder than intended.

The newsroom felt different the second he walked inside.

Not because it had changed.

Because he had.

Conversations repeated almost perfectly from the day before. The same complaints near the coffee machine. The same editor arguing beside the glass offices. Even Marcus Hale arriving three minutes late carrying the same coffee cup.

Cold moved slowly through Gregory’s arms.

“You look terrible,” Marcus said casually.

The exact same words.

Gregory forced a shrug.

“Long night.”

Marcus smirked and kept walking.

The repetition became harder to ignore as the day continued. People paused in the same places. Laughed at the same moments. Even small gestures repeated themselves with unnerving precision.

By midday he had started watching people before they spoke, waiting for sentences he already knew were coming.

At 2:17 PM the email arrived again.

Possible minister resignation.

His chest tightened immediately.

Yesterday Gregory had moved without thinking. Draft open before verification. Fingers already reaching for headlines.

Now he stared at the message while newsroom noise swelled around him.

Delete it.

Publish it.

Wait.

For nearly a minute he did nothing.

The urge to correct the mistake felt less like confidence than pressure, like standing beside a wound and being unable to stop touching it.

Finally, he deleted the draft article entirely.

An hour later another reporter published the rumour first.

By six o’clock legal concerns began surfacing around the story.

By seven the rival publication was retracting details publicly.

The newsroom reaction unfolded around him in scattered bursts of satisfaction.

Not him.

This time not him.

Richard Vaughn passed his desk later that evening and stopped briefly.

“Good restraint today,” he said.

Then he kept walking.

That was all.

A small sentence.

Barely meaningful.

Relief arrived before Gregory could stop it.

The feeling lingered unpleasantly afterward.

One decision.

One missing article.

An entire day reshaped around an absence.

The train ride home felt unreal. Reflections slid across the windows with the faint pressure of repetition, as though the city itself had already lived through the day once before.

The moment he entered the flat, he went straight to the kitchen.

The hidden compartment waited behind the loose panel.

The clock sat inside.

Tick.

Tick.

Gregory lifted it carefully into his hands.

“You sent me back,” he whispered.

The words sounded absurd aloud.

But not as absurd as an entire humiliation disappearing from reality.

Nobody in the newsroom remembered it now because it had never happened.

His eyes settled on the tiny date display.

Unease moved through him then.

The day felt subtly misaligned, as though some invisible edge had shifted without anyone else noticing.
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Chapter 3 — Patterns
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Gregory tested the clock three more times before he finally stopped looking for evidence that he was hallucinating.

The first test was small.

Deliberately small.

He moved the date back one day, pressed the recessed button near the base, and woke instantly in bed again with morning light leaking through the curtains.

The same dizziness.

The same pressure folding briefly through his skull.

The same impossible result.

The date had changed.

He spent most of that repeated day slightly detached from himself, moving through conversations he had already lived once before. Predictable smiles. Predictable frustrations. The tiny pauses people made before answering questions.

By evening he had started anticipating sentences before they arrived.

Not intelligently.

Automatically.

At midnight he forced himself to stay awake as long as possible, wanting to see exactly when reality corrected itself.

He fell asleep accidentally on the sofa.

And woke the next morning back in the present.

Friday again.

The altered day gone.

Except for the changes.

Tiny things at first. Different wording in an email chain. A corrected headline. One journalist absent from work after Gregory had casually warned him away from a collapsing story.

The present had shifted around whatever he touched.

The second experiment frightened him more.

Three days this time.

Long enough to prove the pattern.

Again, he woke inside the chosen morning. Again, the clock had vanished back into the hidden compartment as though exposure itself violated something.

This time he tested details obsessively. Train delays. Television headlines. Conversations.

Every event unfolded exactly as before unless he interfered.

Reality behaved like rails. Stable until touched.

Returning to the present no longer felt like waking.

It felt more like being dropped back into motion after pausing something temporarily.

By Sunday night astonishment had already started giving way to familiarity.

That frightened him most.

The clock sat on the kitchen table beneath the weak overhead light.

Tick.

Tick.

The sound no longer made him uneasy.

Gregory leaned back in his chair, studying the date display.

The mechanism fascinated him now.

Not scientifically.

In the way locked doors fascinated people trapped inside burning buildings.

Every humiliation suddenly carried an exit.

Every awkward conversation could be approached again from a different angle.

Every hesitation stopped feeling entirely permanent.

His phone buzzed against the table.

Claire.

He watched it vibrate until the ringing stopped.

A minute later another message appeared.

You disappeared again.

His eyes stayed on the screen.

Normally the silence would have filled him with guilt. Claire hated when he withdrew after work. She said he treated embarrassment like contamination.

Maybe she was right.

But lately discomfort itself seemed strangely negotiable.

Less solid than before.

The thought disturbed him enough that he stood abruptly and crossed to the hidden compartment in the kitchen wall.

The clock was returned carefully to its narrow chamber.

Wood slid back into place.

The ticking dulled immediately behind the wall.

The flat felt different afterward.

Not safer.

Only smaller.

He poured himself a drink and wandered toward the window overlooking the street below.

Rain reflected yellow across the pavement. Strangers moved beneath umbrellas carrying lives he would never know.

Linear lives.

For them, mistakes stayed mistakes.

He tried summoning the humiliation from the newsroom now. Vaughn shouting across the floor. Marcus pretending not to watch.

The memory remained clear.

The emotion attached to it did not.

It felt strangely weightless.

Not erased.

Unanchored.

As though the feeling no longer fully recognized where it belonged.

That unsettled him more than the clock itself.

His phone lit again beside the glass.

You disappeared again.

This time he opened the message.

His thumb hovered above the keyboard.

He could apologise.

He could explain he’d had a difficult week.

He could tell her the truth.

The thought almost made him laugh.

Instead, he locked the screen and set the phone face down.

Tomorrow, he would see her.

Tomorrow he would feel more like himself again.

Outside, rain tapped softly against the windows.

Inside the kitchen wall, hidden behind old wood and darkness, the clock continued ticking to itself.
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Chapter 4 — Adjustments
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The first time Gregory corrected an argument with Claire, it felt reasonable.

They were sitting in a crowded bar near Holborn after work when she asked, carefully, whether he had been avoiding her recently.

“You disappear for days now,” she said. “Even when you’re sitting beside me, you’re somewhere else.”

Gregory felt the familiar tightening immediately.

Accusation.

Disappointment.

The sense that he had already failed some conversation he hadn’t realized was happening.

“I’ve been working,” he said.

“That’s not what I meant.”

“Then what did you mean?”

The conversation deteriorated quickly after that.

Claire’s expression changed in stages he recognized too late. Hurt first. Then frustration. Then the quieter withdrawal that usually came once she decided he was no longer listening.

By the time they left the bar, she barely touched him.

The journey home left him restless.

Not guilty exactly.

More irritated by the shape of the evening.

There had been a moment somewhere near the beginning where the conversation could have gone differently. He could feel it.

At two in the morning, he stood again in the kitchen holding the clock.

Tick.

Tick.

The date moved backwards one day.

Button pressed.

Pressure folded suddenly through the room.

The next evening unfolded differently almost immediately.

This time, when Claire asked whether something was wrong, Gregory smiled before answering.

“Work’s been brutal lately.”

Her shoulders loosened.

“That’s all I was asking.”

He touched her hand lightly across the table.

The conversation steadied.

Afterward she kissed him outside the station with a softness absent from the original version of the night.

“You seem lighter,” she said quietly.

For a second he almost told her.

Not the truth.

Just enough to reduce the distance he had started feeling from everyone else.

But the instinct disappeared as quickly as it arrived.

Some things felt safer unshared.

Especially this.

By the following month the corrections had become routine.

Small humiliations disappeared first.

Awkward pauses during editorial meetings. Missed opportunities to speak. Poorly phrased questions during interviews.

He would relive the day and adjust himself slightly each time.

A cleaner response.

Better timing.

Less hesitation.

The improvements accumulated quickly.

Richard Vaughn started using Gregory’s articles more prominently. Colleagues who once barely acknowledged him now watched him more carefully during meetings.

Even Marcus Hale had become more restrained around him.

“You’ve changed recently,” Marcus said one evening near the news desk.

Gregory kept typing.

“How so?”

“You hesitate less.”

Marcus said it casually, but the comment stayed with Gregory long after he walked away.

That night he replayed the sentence several times while brushing his teeth.

You hesitate less.

As though hesitation itself had once been visible on him.

The thought irritated him enough that he used the clock again before bed.

Not to change the conversation.

Only to sharpen a different meeting earlier that afternoon.

The revisions became easier after that.

Not emotionally.

Mechanically.

The clock removed uncertainty from situations piece by piece.

A failed conversation no longer felt final.

Neither did embarrassment.

Or bad timing.

Gradually he stopped experiencing mistakes as consequences.

They became drafts.

The changes spread beyond work.

Claire noticed his improved mood first.

“You actually sleep now,” she said one Sunday morning.

Rain tapped softly against the bedroom windows.

Gregory smiled without opening his eyes.

“Maybe I’m less stressed.”

“You are less stressed.”

She shifted closer against him.

“It’s strange. A month ago, you looked permanently exhausted.”

His arm settled around her automatically.

He listened to the rain for a while without answering.

Most of the past few weeks had been revised repeatedly now.

Conversations revisited.

Arguments softened.

Moments adjusted by degrees too small for anyone else to notice.

Claire kissed him lightly near the jaw.

“I missed this version of you.”

Something in the sentence lingered after she said it.

This version.

He stared at the ceiling while she rested against him.

The thought arrived quietly.

Maybe everyone preferred the corrected version.

At work he became calmer with every revision. Meetings stopped feeling unpredictable. Interviews became easier once he had already survived them once before.

When conversations went poorly, he rewound and approached them differently.

Speak slower.

Reveal less.

Smile earlier.

The process gradually lost its sense of impossibility.

That frightened him occasionally.

Mostly late at night.

Usually just before using the clock again.

One evening Vaughn publicly praised Gregory’s reporting during editorial review.

Months earlier the approval would have sustained him for weeks.

Now it passed through him too quickly.

By the time he reached home, the feeling had already started thinning.

Almost without thinking, he crossed toward the kitchen wall and removed the hidden panel.

The clock waited inside.

Always there.

Always ticking.

Gregory lifted it carefully into his hands.

For a while he simply listened.

Then his attention drifted toward tomorrow.

Not what might happen.

What could be adjusted.
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Chapter 5 — Easier Days
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Claire laughed more now.

Gregory noticed it gradually.

Not louder laughter.

Less careful.

Before the clock, evenings with her often carried tension beneath them. He would arrive distracted from work, already defensive before conversations even began. Claire had learned to move carefully around his moods, which only made him resent himself afterward.

Now those evenings rarely survived unchanged.

If he withdrew too much during dinner, he corrected it.

If irritation surfaced after work, he rewound the day and approached it calmer.

If silence settled awkwardly between them, he found better words the second time through.

The relationship began smoothing itself into something easier.

One Thursday evening they walked along the South Bank after dinner while the river reflected strips of orange light beneath the bridges. Claire held his arm as they moved through the crowd.

“You know what’s strange?” she said.

“What?”

“You actually listen lately.”

Gregory smiled slightly.

“I listened before.”

“No,” she said gently. “You waited for conversations to end before.”

The comment should have bothered him.

Instead, he felt a quiet satisfaction.

Because she was right.

The corrected versions of himself were easier to live with. More patient. Less crowded by whatever constant internal pressure used to follow him everywhere.

They stopped beside the railing overlooking the water.

Wind pushed Claire’s hair across her face and Gregory brushed it back instinctively.

She looked at him differently now.

Not cautiously.

Openly.

“I missed you,” she said.

For a moment he almost believed he had arrived here naturally.

Then another version of the evening surfaced.

Dinner half ruined by work emails.

Claire eventually giving up on conversation.

The walk back toward the station in silence.

That version already felt thin around the edges.

More difficult to hold onto.

This one remained.

Later that night Claire stayed over at the flat.

Rain tapped softly against the windows while they lay awake in bed speaking quietly about nothing important. Work gossip. Neighbours. A holiday they kept postponing.

Normal intimacy.

Gregory realized suddenly how long it had been since he had felt relaxed beside another person without anticipating disappointment.

Claire rested against his chest, tracing absent patterns across his arm.

“You seem happier,” she murmured.

He looked toward the ceiling.

“I think things are finally starting to go right.”

“That scares me slightly.”

He glanced down at her.

“Why?”

“Because you only ever relax when you think you’ve earned it.”

The sentence settled between them.

Claire lifted herself slightly.

“I didn’t mean that badly.”

“No,” Gregory said. “You’re probably right.”

She kissed him once, gently.

“You know you don’t have to perform being okay with me.”

His arm tightened around her automatically.

Performance had started becoming difficult to separate from reality.

Every corrected conversation reinforced the same pattern.

Attentive.

Calm.

Measured.

He knew which version of himself people responded to best.

All it required was another attempt.

Claire eventually fell asleep beside him while rain continued softly against the glass.

Gregory stayed awake longer.

Not thinking about her exactly.

Thinking about how quickly good things seemed capable of collapsing.

The fear had started appearing more often recently.

What if he damaged this version somehow?

What if some careless conversation pushed them backward again?

The anxiety spread quietly enough that he slipped from bed before fully recognizing what he was doing.

The flat remained dark except for pale streetlight reaching faintly through the kitchen window.

He removed the loose wooden panel from the wall.

The clock waited inside its hidden compartment.

Tick.

Tick.

Gregory touched the brass casing lightly with his fingertips.

Cold metal.

Steady.

From the bedroom came the faint sound of Claire shifting in her sleep.

He listened until the flat settled quiet again.

Then the panel slid carefully back into place.

Tomorrow, if necessary, he could fix things before they became damage.
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Chapter 6 — Recognition
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The newsroom had started saying Gregory’s name differently.

Not openly.

Not enough for him to point to.

But he noticed it.

The slight pause when he entered editorial meetings. The extra beat before someone dismissed one of his ideas. The way conversations adjusted around him instead of through him.

Respect inside the building operated like weather.

Easy to ignore until it changed direction.

Gregory sat near the centre of the conference table while Richard Vaughn paced slowly beside the wall screens reviewing assignments for the week.

“Vale,” Vaughn said without looking up, “you’re on the energy piece.”

Several heads turned immediately.

Gregory kept his expression neutral.

The energy investigation was important. National level. Competitive. The kind of assignment Vaughn normally reserved for reporters whose reputations already carried weight.

Marcus Hale leaned back in his chair.

“That’s a big assignment for someone still recovering from almost getting sued.”

A few quiet laughs moved around the room.

Weeks earlier Gregory would have felt the familiar tightening.

Now he simply waited.

He had already lived this meeting.

Gregory glanced across the table.

“Good thing I recovered then.”

The laughter shifted direction.

Small.

Controlled.

Marcus smiled.

Only his eyes failed to join in.

Richard Vaughn continued speaking as though nothing had happened.

Gregory returned his attention to the meeting.

Still, the exchange stayed with him.

Not because Marcus had lost.

Because he hadn’t.

Afterward, Sophie Mercer caught up with him near the lifts.

“You’re becoming terrifying.”

Gregory smirked.

“That sounds dramatic.”

“No,” she said. “Seriously. You never stumble anymore.”

The lift doors opened.

Sophie stepped inside.

The comment followed him long after she disappeared.

Never stumble.

That wasn’t true.

He stumbled all the time.

Most people just never saw it.

The clock had changed that.

Mistakes still happened.

They simply stopped lasting.

Every important meeting became easier after enough revisions. Every difficult conversation eventually revealed its weak points.

Pressure no longer felt permanent.

And in its place, something else had started growing.

Expectation.

People expected him to succeed now.

Oddly, that frightened him less than failure ever had.

His father called Thursday evening.

Gregory almost ignored it out of habit.

David Vale rarely phoned unless something had gone wrong.

“You’re difficult to reach,” his father said the moment Gregory answered.

“Good evening to you too.”

“Hm.”

The familiar silence followed.

Not hostile.

Evaluative.

Gregory wandered toward the kitchen window.

“I saw your article this morning,” David said eventually.

There it was.

The reason for the call.

“Oh?”

“Strong piece.”

Two words.

Gregory looked out across the dark street below.

For most of his life, approval from his father had arrived only after achievement, and even then, in portions too small to satisfy anything for long.

The reaction came anyway.

Immediate.

Automatic.

“You actually sound surprised,” David said.

“You’re not exactly generous with compliments.”

“They’re usually not deserved.”

A faint smile touched Gregory’s mouth.

The statement should have irritated him.

Instead, it felt familiar.

His father continued.

“You seem sharper recently. More focused.”

“I’ve been working harder.”

“That obvious?”

Gregory’s gaze drifted briefly toward the kitchen wall.

The loose panel sat exactly where it always had.

“Yes,” he said.

“Very obvious.”

After the call ended, he poured himself a drink and sat alone listening to the city beyond the windows.

At work people watched him differently.

Claire touched him differently.

His father spoke to him differently.

The changes were real.

What unsettled him was how quickly they had started feeling normal.

His thoughts drifted through the corrections behind him.

Conversations revisited.

Mistakes revised.

Impressions adjusted by degrees too small for anyone else to notice.

The original versions were becoming harder to hold onto.

Not forgotten.

Just less immediate.

His phone buzzed.

A message from Claire.

Proud of you tonight.

Simple.

Warm.

A second message arrived moments later in the newsroom group chat.

Enjoy the promotion track while it lasts.

Marcus.

Gregory stared at the screen.

The resentment inside the newsroom was becoming easier to spot now.

Not because it had grown.

Because he had become better at recognizing it.

A few months earlier Marcus’s message would have followed him for days.

Now he found himself studying it the way he studied difficult interviews.

Looking for leverage.

Looking for pressure points.

That recognition lingered longer than the message itself.

The drink remained unfinished on the table when he stood.

Almost without thinking, he crossed toward the kitchen wall and removed the hidden panel.
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