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Chapter One: The First Letter
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The letter arrived without a sound.

No knock. No footsteps. No rustle of paper sliding beneath the door.

Elias Crowe noticed it only because the house felt different when he woke up—
as if something had already happened while he slept, and the walls were waiting to see whether he would notice.
The envelope lay on the small wooden table near the entrance, precisely aligned with the edge, its corners sharp, untouched by dust. Elias was certain it had not been there the night before. He was certain because he had stood in that exact spot at 11:47 p.m., staring at the table while debating whether to throw away an empty mug or leave it for morning.

He remembered the time because the clock had stopped ticking for three seconds.

He told himself now that memory was unreliable.

The envelope was plain. No stamp. No return address. No smudge, no crease. The paper was a pale off-white, close enough to the color of the walls that it almost blended in. Written at the center, in neat, controlled handwriting, was his name.

Elias Crowe

He did not touch it immediately.

Instead, he stepped back, surveying the narrow hallway as if expecting someone to be standing there—someone who had already finished watching him sleep and had simply forgotten to leave.

The house remained silent.

It was an old place, but not the romantic kind. The kind that had survived long enough to be inconvenient. The floorboards creaked inconsistently, refusing to form patterns. The walls were thick and dull, swallowing echoes. Elias had chosen it for those reasons. Sound behaved predictably here. Silence lingered.

Predictability mattered.

He exhaled slowly and picked up the envelope.

It was heavier than it looked.

Inside was a single sheet of paper, folded once. No scent of ink, no warmth from human hands. Elias unfolded it carefully, as though the paper might react.

There was no greeting.

No explanation.

Only a question.



What did you forget on November 14th, 2009, at 2:16 a.m.?



Elias read it three times.

The date hit first—not emotionally, but mathematically. His mind began running backward, cataloging events, locations, versions of himself. He had been twenty-three then. University graduate. No criminal record. No documented trauma.

The time followed.

2:16 a.m.

Too specific to be a guess.

His fingers tightened slightly around the paper.

He checked the rest of the page. Nothing else. No signature. No riddle structure. Just the question, centered with unsettling care.

Elias let the paper fall onto the table.

“No,” he said aloud, to the house, to the air, to whatever invisible process had led to this moment. His voice sounded smaller than he expected.

He did not believe in coincidence. But he believed in probability, in human error, in information leaks. Someone had access to public records. Someone had made an educated attempt at intrusion.

The problem was—
he could not remember November 14th, 2009.
Not clearly.

There was a blank spot there. A smooth absence, like a missing tile in a floor you walked over daily without looking down.

That absence had always been there.

Elias moved to the kitchen, letter still in hand. He poured himself coffee, black, no sugar. The routine steadied him. He placed the mug exactly two centimeters from the edge of the counter.

His eyes drifted, unwillingly, to the clock on the wall.

2:16 a.m.

The hands were frozen.

They had not been earlier that morning. He was sure of it. He remembered checking the time before sleep. 12:03 a.m. The ticking had been normal.

Now it was silent.

Elias reached up and tapped the clock lightly. Nothing. He removed it from the wall, inspected the battery compartment. The battery was warm.

Working.

He set the clock back.

The second hand twitched—
then returned to 2:16.
Elias laughed once, sharply. “That’s not funny,” he muttered, though he could not articulate who the remark was for.

He carried the letter into his study.

The room was the only place in the house that felt entirely his. Bare desk. Shelves lined with notebooks, most of them filled with puzzles, codes, partial systems. Elias did not solve riddles for pleasure; he solved them because unanswered questions behaved like parasites in his head.

He placed the letter beneath the desk lamp and sat.

November 14th, 2009.

2:16 a.m.

He opened a notebook and wrote the date at the top of the page.

Beneath it, he listed everything he could remember from that year. Cities. Addresses. Names. Nothing connected. The timeline resisted him, sliding away each time he approached the hour in question.

That alone disturbed him.

Elias prided himself on memory. He remembered useless details with clinical precision—license plate numbers, the pattern of cracks in sidewalks, the exact phrasing of conversations that had ended years ago.

But when he leaned into that night, the memory refused to surface.

Instead, another sensation crept in.

A pressure behind his eyes.
A faint ringing in his ears.
And beneath it all—something like anticipation.
He tore his gaze from the notebook and looked around the study.

The room was unchanged.

Except for the bookshelf.

One of the notebooks was missing.

He stood abruptly, scanning the shelves. The space was unmistakable—an empty gap where a thin black notebook should have been. Elias knew its position without thinking. Third shelf from the bottom. Far right.

He had not removed it.

He never removed things without recording it.

Heart rate elevated. Breathing steady.

He searched the desk drawers. The cabinet. The floor beneath the desk. Nothing.

Then he noticed something worse.

The notebook was back on the shelf.

But it was no longer black.

It was white.

Blank cover. No markings. As clean as the envelope had been.

Elias reached for it slowly, as if sudden movement might trigger a response from the room itself.

The notebook opened easily.

The first page was empty.

The second page contained a single line of text.



You wrote this already. You just don’t remember why.



Elias snapped the notebook shut.

The house creaked.

Not randomly.

Deliberately.

From somewhere above him—
a single footstep.
He did not move.

He did not breathe.

The sound came again, closer to the stairs.

Elias whispered, “There’s no one here.”

The house did not argue.

Instead, the clock in the hallway began ticking again.

Slow.
Measured.
Counting something Elias had not agreed to measure.

He sat back down, hands trembling now despite his effort to control them. The letter on the desk seemed heavier, as if gravity favored it.

For the first time since waking, a thought formed that he could not rationalize away.

The question in the letter was not asking him to remember.

It was testing whether he would.

And somewhere in the house—
something already knew the answer.
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Chapter Two: The Riddle That Knows His Name
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Elias did not sleep.

He sat in the study until dawn, the white notebook closed but never out of reach, the letter pinned beneath a paperweight as if it might attempt escape. The house settled into its nocturnal rhythms around him—pipes contracting, wood cooling, distant noises that could be dismissed as ordinary if one tried hard enough.

Elias did not try.

Every sound felt curated.

At 5:42 a.m., the clock in the hallway stopped ticking again.

He noticed immediately.

Not because of the silence, but because the silence felt intentional, like a held breath. Elias stood slowly, joints stiff, and stepped into the hallway. The clock’s hands were frozen once more.

2:16 a.m.

Of course.

He reached out, then hesitated. The previous attempt to reset it had failed, almost mockingly. This time, he removed the clock from the wall entirely and placed it face down on the floor.

The ticking did not resume.

“Fine,” he said softly. “Stay dead.”

The word echoed longer than it should have.

Morning light crept in reluctantly through the narrow windows, pale and insufficient. Elias made coffee again, though he barely tasted it, and returned to the study. He opened the white notebook.

The pages were blank.

Every page.

He flipped through them carefully, counting. Fifty pages. All empty. The sentence he had read the night before was gone.

Elias closed the notebook, his jaw tightening.

“No,” he whispered.

He reopened it.

Still blank.

His mind began cataloging possibilities: hallucination induced by sleep deprivation, stress response, false memory. Each explanation felt fragile, like a scaffold erected too quickly.

He placed the notebook on the desk and wrote on the first page:

If you are reading this, then this notebook was blank at 5:57 a.m.

He waited.

Nothing happened.

The words remained.

That steadied him slightly.

At 6:13 a.m., there was a knock at the door.

Elias froze.

The knock came again—measured, deliberate. Three taps. Not forceful. Patient.

He had not heard a knock in this house since moving in six months earlier. Deliveries were rare. Neighbors nonexistent. The town itself felt like a suggestion rather than a community.

He approached the door slowly, checking the peephole.

A man stood outside.

Late forties. Tall. Brown coat, buttoned too carefully. His hair was graying at the temples, his face unremarkable in a way that felt practiced.

When Elias opened the door, the man smiled politely.

“Good morning, Mr. Crowe,” he said.

Elias’s stomach tightened.

“Yes?”

“I’m Martin Hale. I live two houses down.” He gestured vaguely to the left. “I wanted to welcome you properly. I realized we haven’t spoken since you moved in.”

Elias studied him. “You know my name.”

Martin chuckled lightly. “Small town. People talk.”

“No one talks to me.”

The smile faltered for half a second.

“Well,” Martin said, “that’s not untrue.”

Elias considered closing the door. Instead, he stepped aside slightly. “What do you want?”

Martin hesitated, then reached into his coat pocket. “This was delivered to my mailbox this morning. No address. No name. Just... this.”

He held out an envelope.

Identical to the first.

Elias did not take it.

Martin cleared his throat. “I thought it might be yours. It has your handwriting.”

Elias felt something cold slide down his spine.

“That’s impossible.”

“Is it?” Martin asked gently.

Against his better judgment, Elias took the envelope. His name was written on it again, same careful script.

“Did you open it?” Elias asked.

“No,” Martin said quickly. “Didn’t seem right.”

Elias nodded once. “Thank you.”

Martin lingered. “Everything okay, Mr. Crowe?”

“Yes.”

“That pause before you answered,” Martin said. “That didn’t sound okay.”

Elias met his gaze. For a moment, he considered telling the truth. Or at least a version of it.

“I don’t like surprises,” he said instead.

Martin smiled again, though it did not reach his eyes. “None of us do.”

He turned to leave, then paused. “By the way—your lights were on all night.”

“I couldn’t sleep.”

Martin nodded, as if that confirmed something. “If you need anything... anything at all... just ask.”

He walked away.

Elias closed the door and locked it.

He opened the second envelope.

Inside was another single sheet of paper.

Another question.



Why do you insist on being called Elias, when that isn’t the name you answered to that night?



The room tilted.

Elias sat heavily at the desk, gripping the edge until his knuckles whitened. His heart hammered against his ribs, loud enough that he wondered if the house could hear it.

“That’s not possible,” he said aloud.

He read the question again.

And again.

The implication was subtle but devastating. Not that he had forgotten something trivial—but that the identity he inhabited might itself be an act of forgetting.

He flipped the paper over.

On the back was a single word.

Check.

Elias frowned.

Check what?

He scanned the room. The shelves. The desk. The notebook.

Then his gaze landed on the chessboard in the corner.

He had not touched it in months.

The board was mid-game, pieces frozen in an unfinished strategy. Elias remembered the position intimately. He had been testing a variation of the Caro-Kann defense, working through a theoretical endgame.

He approached it slowly.

Something was wrong.

The black king was missing.

Not captured.

Gone.

Elias scanned the floor, the desk, the surrounding area.

Nothing.

Then he noticed the white king.

It had been turned slightly, rotated just enough to face him directly.

That was impossible.

Chess pieces did not move themselves.

He reached out and touched it.

The piece was warm.

Elias recoiled.

His phone buzzed on the desk.

He stared at it as if it were a threat.

Unknown number.

He answered reluctantly. “Hello?”

“Elias,” a voice said.

Female. Calm. Familiar in a way that made his chest ache.

“Who is this?”

A pause.

“Do you really want to ask that question?” she said.

“Yes.”

Another pause. Longer.

“You used
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