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            "There is a crack in everything.That's how the light gets in."
— Leonard Cohen
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PART I: THE ARRIVAL


CHAPTER 1: Blue Envelopes
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The morning rain in Orelia was not cold, but it was persistent. It washed the grey streets until they looked like polished mirrors, reflecting the tall, quiet buildings where people slept, ate, and worried.

Kasin stood by his window, a warm mug of tea in his hands. He liked the rain. It made the world feel soft and blurry, like a painting that hadn't finished drying. At thirty years old, Kasin was a man who appreciated slow things. He restored old furniture for a living, sanding down rough wood until it was smooth again. He liked fixing things that other people had given up on.

"Is it still raining?" a voice called from the kitchen.

Kasin turned, a small smile touching his lips. "It never stops, Lomi. You know that."

Lomi walked into the room, tying her dark hair back. She worked at the city hospital, and her eyes always held a kind of tired gentleness. She was the best part of his life. They had been together for five years, and in that time, they had rarely raised their voices at each other. Their life was quiet. It was safe.

"Post came early," she said, dropping a stack of mail on the wooden dining table. "Mostly bills. And something blue."

Kasin took a sip of tea. "Blue?"

"A heavy blue envelope. It looks official. It has your name on it, but no return address. Just the seal of the City Council."

Kasin frowned slightly. He set his mug down on the windowsill and walked over to the table. The envelope was indeed heavy. The paper felt thick and expensive, the colour of a deep, bruised sky. His name was printed in sharp, silver letters: Kasin Vallo.

"Probably tax updates," Kasin said, trying to sound casual. But a strange knot tightened in his stomach. The air in the room suddenly felt thinner.

Lomi sat down and began buttering a piece of toast. "Open it. Maybe you won a prize. Best chair sander in Orelia."

Kasin chuckled, but it was a dry sound. He picked up the envelope. It was sealed with wax, which cracked with a sharp snap as he opened it. Inside, there was a single sheet of paper, stiff and white.

He unfolded it.

The room went silent. The sound of the rain against the glass seemed to fade away, replaced by the rushing of blood in his ears.

OFFICIAL NOTIFICATION OF PENDING CRIMINALITY
Date of Issue: October 14
Recipient: Kasin Vallo
Pursuant to the algorithm of the Department of Future Safety, you have been charged with a Level One Felony.

Crime: Pre-meditated Murder.
Victim: Lomi Sorel.
Date of Commission: October 14, Three Years from Now.
Evidence: 99.8% Verified.
You are required to report to the Central Court immediately for processing and preventative detention measures.

Kasin read the words three times. The letters didn't move. They stared back at him, cold and absolute.

Murder.
Victim: Lomi.
His hands began to shake. A tremor so violent that the paper rattled like dry leaves in a wind. He looked up. Lomi was watching him, her knife suspended over her toast. Her smile had faded, replaced by a look of confusion.

"Kasin?" she asked softly. "What is it? You look pale."

He couldn't speak. How could he speak? He looked at the woman he loved more than anything in the world. The woman he bought flowers for on Tuesdays just because. The woman whose cold feet he warmed up on winter nights.

The paper said he was going to kill her. In exactly three years.

"It's... it's a mistake," Kasin whispered, his voice cracking.

Lomi stood up. She moved around the table, her face full of concern. "What is a mistake? Let me see."

"No," Kasin said, pulling the paper against his chest. He took a step back. He didn't want her to see it. If she saw it, it would become real. "Don't look."

"Kasin, you’re scaring me." She reached out, her fingers brushing his arm. Her touch was warm. Familiar. Safe.

But the paper burned against his skin. 99.8% Verified.

"They think I did something," Kasin said, his eyes wide and watery. "Or... that I'm going to do something."

"Who?"

"The City. The Department."

Lomi gently pried the paper from his rigid fingers. Kasin didn't fight her. He felt paralyzed, as if he were already in chains. He watched her eyes scan the page. He saw the moment the words hit her.

Her breath hitched. She froze. Her hand went to her mouth, covering a gasp that never quite made it out. She read it again, her eyes darting back and forth between the paper and Kasin.

"Me?" she whispered. The word hung in the air, fragile as glass.

"I would never," Kasin said, tears spilling over now. He grabbed her shoulders, desperate. "Lomi, look at me. You know me. I would never hurt you. I love you. This is a lie. It’s a computer error."

Lomi looked at him. Her eyes were wide, filled with a sudden, terrifying complexity. There was fear there, yes. But there was also confusion. She looked down at his hands—the hands of a carpenter, strong and rough—resting on her shoulders.

For the first time in five years, she flinched.

It was small. Barely a centimetre. But Kasin felt it. She had pulled away. Just a little.

The heavy wooden door of their apartment shuddered as a loud knock echoed through the room. Three hard, rhythmic strikes.

"Kasin Vallo!" a voice boomed from the hallway. "This is the Future Safety Guard. Open the door. We know you are inside."

Kasin looked at the door, then back at Lomi. The paper fell from her hand, drifting to the floor like a feather.

"They are already here," Kasin whispered.

Lomi backed away, her back hitting the kitchen counter. "Kasin... what did you do?"

"I haven't done anything!" he shouted, the unfairness of it crushing his chest. "I haven't done it yet!"

The door handle turned. The lock splintered.

And Kasin realized, with a cold dread settling in his bones, that the truth didn't matter. In Orelia, the future was heavy, and it had just arrived to crush him.
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CHAPTER 2: The Date on the Paper
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The door did not fly off its hinges like in the movies. It simply gave way with a loud, wooden crunch, swinging open to hit the hallway wall.

Three figures stepped into the warm light of the apartment. They were not dressed in police blue or army green. They wore suits of slate grey, perfectly tailored, with high collars that touched their chins. On their chests, a small silver pin caught the light: an hourglass inside a circle.

The Future Safety Guard.

Kasin stood frozen near the window. His heart hammered against his ribs like a trapped bird. He looked at Lomi. She was pressed against the kitchen counter, her hands gripping the edge so hard her knuckles were white.

"Kasin Vallo," the lead officer said. He was a tall man with a face that looked like it had been carved from stone. He held a thin, transparent tablet in his hand. "Please step away from the victim."

The victim.

The words hit Kasin like a physical blow. "She is my wife," Kasin said, his voice shaking. "She is not a victim. She is Lomi."

"Step away," the officer repeated. His voice was not angry. It was bored. It was the voice of a man who had done this a thousand times.

Two other officers moved forward. One was a woman with sharp eyes. She moved toward Lomi, raising a hand in a gesture that was meant to be calming but felt threatening.

"Ma'am, please come with me," the woman said. "We need to clear the immediate danger zone."

"Danger zone?" Lomi whispered. She looked around her cozy living room—the sofa with the soft throw blanket, the half-eaten toast, the books piled on the floor. "This is our home."

"It is a crime scene," the tall officer said. He looked at Kasin. "Or it will be. October 14. Three years."

"That is impossible!" Kasin shouted. He took a step toward Lomi, reaching for her hand. He needed to touch her, to prove that everything was normal.

"Secure him," the tall officer commanded.

The reaction was instant. The two officers moved with terrifying speed. Before Kasin could take a second step, his arms were wrenched behind his back. Cold metal cuffs clicked around his wrists. They weren't tight, but they hummed with a low, magnetic vibration that made his hands go numb.

"No! Lomi!" Kasin yelled, struggling. "Tell them! Tell them we are happy!"

Lomi stood frozen. The female officer was guiding her toward the bedroom, blocking her view of Kasin. Lomi looked back over the officer's shoulder. Her eyes were wet, wide with shock.

She didn't speak. She didn't tell them to stop.

That silence hurt Kasin more than the metal cuffs.

"Check the timeline," the tall officer said to his colleague. He tapped his tablet. "Is the trajectory stable?"

"Stable at 99.8%," the other guard replied, looking at a device on his wrist. "The emotional triggers are present. The environment matches the projection."

"Good. Let's move."

They shoved Kasin toward the door. He stumbled, his shoulder hitting the doorframe. The neighbors were peering out of their apartments—Mrs. Gable in her floral robe, the young student from 4B holding a cat. They watched with a mix of curiosity and fear. No one offered to help. In Orelia, when the Grey Suits came, you looked away. You prayed the algorithm didn't know your name next.

"I didn't do it!" Kasin screamed to the hallway, to the world. "I haven't done anything!"

The tall officer stopped. He turned to face Kasin, his expression almost pitying.

"Mr. Vallo," he said softly. "The Department does not deal in 'did'. We deal in 'will'. And your 'will' is very dangerous."

They dragged him down the stairs. The rain outside had turned into a downpour. The sky was a bruising purple, heavy and low. A sleek, grey van waited at the curb, its engine purring silently.

They pushed him into the back. The interior smelled of sterile cleaner and old sweat. There were no windows, only a single light strip on the ceiling that flickered.

Kasin slumped against the metal bench. The doors slammed shut, sealing him in.

He was alone.

He closed his eyes, trying to find his breath. He tried to think of Lomi. He tried to conjure the image of her smile, the way she laughed when he dropped ice cream on his shirt, the way she smelled like vanilla and rain.

But all he could see was the look on her face when the officer called her a victim.

The van began to move. He could feel the turns, the stops, the acceleration. He counted the seconds to keep himself calm. One, two, three...

How did this happen?

The Department of Future Safety had been established ten years ago. Everyone knew about it. It was the pride of Orelia. They said it had ended violent crime. They said the streets were safe because they caught the bad seeds before they could grow.

Kasin had voted for it. He remembered that clearly. He had stood in the booth and ticked the box for Safety & Prevention. He had thought it was for murderers, for terrorists, for people who were broken inside.

He didn't think it was for furniture restorers who liked tea and rainy mornings.

The van stopped after what felt like twenty minutes. The doors opened, and the noise of the city was replaced by the hum of a large facility.

He was led out into a garage. The air was cool and smelled of ozone. He was marched through white corridors, past glass rooms where people sat at tables, looking tired and confused. He saw a man in a business suit crying into his hands. He saw a teenage girl staring blankly at a wall.

They brought him to a small room with a metal table and two chairs.

"Sit," the guard said, uncuffing one hand and attaching it to a ring on the table. Then, they left.

Kasin rubbed his wrist. He looked at the table. It was scratched. I didn't do it, someone had carved into the metal with a key or a fingernail.

The door opened again. A woman walked in. She was not a guard. She wore a simple white blouse and glasses. She carried a thick file folder. She looked like a librarian, or a school teacher.

She sat down opposite him and opened the file.

"Good morning, Kasin," she said. Her voice was pleasant. "My name is Officer Hren. I am your Case Manager."

"I want to go home," Kasin said. His voice sounded small in the white room.

"I understand," Hren said. She arranged some papers. "But you can't. Not yet. We have to process the timeline."

She turned a photo around and slid it toward him.

It was a picture of a kitchen knife. A standard chef's knife with a black handle.

"Do you recognize this?" she asked.

Kasin looked. "It looks like... like one of our knives. In the kitchen block."

"It is," she said. "This is the murder weapon."

"But it's just a knife!" Kasin cried. "I use it to chop vegetables! I made soup yesterday!"

"In three years," Hren said calmly, "you will not be using it for soup. According to the Projection, on the night of October 14, at 11:42 PM, you will use this knife to strike Lomi Sorel three times in the chest."

Kasin felt bile rise in his throat. "Stop. Please stop."

"We have to face the truth, Kasin. The system does not make mistakes on Level One felonies. The emotional data shows a building resentment. A financial pressure. A fracture in the relationship."

"There is no fracture!" Kasin insisted. "We are happy!"

Hren looked at him over her glasses. "Are you? The system detected a rise in your cortisol levels every time she mentions her mother. It detected a spike in jealousy when she works late. Small things, Kasin. Seeds. They grow."

Kasin stared at her. It was true that he didn't get along with Lomi's mother. It was true he worried when Lomi walked home late. But that was normal. That was human.

"That doesn't mean I would kill her," he whispered.

"Not today," Hren agreed. "But the Kasin of three years from now is a different man. He is a desperate man. And our job is to stop him from existing."

She closed the folder.

"You have two choices, Kasin. This is the standard procedure for Level One."

She held up two fingers.

"Choice A: You accept the charge. You plead guilty to the future crime. You will be placed in a Reformation Center for five years. You will receive therapy, medication, and monitoring. You will be safe. Lomi will be safe."

Kasin stared at her fingers. Five years in prison for a crime he hadn't committed.

"And Choice B?" he asked.

Hren lowered one finger.

"Choice B: You contest the charge. You deny the future. You will be released under 'Strict Surveillance'. You will wear a tracker. You will have a curfew. But here is the catch, Kasin..."

She leaned forward. Her eyes were deadly serious.

"If you choose to fight it, you have to prove the system wrong. You have to live the next three years without breaking a single rule. But if the system detects even a 1% increase in the probability of the crime... if you raise your voice, if you buy a drink, if you step off the path... the Reformation sentence doubles. Ten years. No parole."

The room was silent. The hum of the lights seemed to drill into Kasin's skull.

"If I go to the Center," Kasin asked, his voice trembling, "can I see Lomi?"

Hren shook her head. "No. To ensure the timeline is broken, all contact must be severed. If you choose Choice A, you will never see Lomi Sorel again."

Kasin felt his heart stop. Never see her again? That was death. That was worse than death.

"I can't lose her," he said.

"Then you risk everything," Hren said. "The system is never wrong, Kasin. If you go back out there, the timeline will try to fulfill itself. Fate is like water. It wants to flow downhill."

Kasin looked at his hands. They were shaking. He thought of the blue envelope. He thought of Lomi’s face.

If he went to prison, he lost her.
If he went home, he risked becoming a murderer.
He looked up at Officer Hren.

"I want the papers for Choice B," he said.

Hren paused. She looked at him with a mix of surprise and sadness.

"Are you sure?" she asked. "It is a very heavy burden to carry a crime you haven't done yet."

"I know," Kasin said. He felt a strange, cold resolve settling in his stomach. "But I know myself better than your machine. I am not a killer."

Hren slid a form across the table. It was long, filled with legal text.

"Sign here," she said. "And here."

Kasin picked up the pen. The ink was black. He signed his name. Kasin Vallo.

"You are free to go," Hren said, taking the paper back. "But Kasin?"

"Yes?"

"Don't go home. Lomi has been granted an emergency restraining order. She requested it twenty minutes ago."

The pen slipped from Kasin's fingers and clattered onto the table.

"She... she requested it?"

"The evidence is very convincing," Hren said gently. "She saw the video, Kasin. The simulation of the murder. It looks very real."

Kasin stood up. The room spun. Lomi believed it. Lomi was afraid of him.

He walked out of the room, through the white corridors, and out into the rainy city. He stood on the pavement, the water soaking his shirt. He was free, but he had nowhere to go.

He looked at his wrist. A thick, black metal band was locked around it. A red light blinked slowly.

Beep... Beep... Beep...

The countdown had begun.
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CHAPTER 3: Coffee and Accusations
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The rain in Orelia had changed. Before, it was just water—cleaning the streets, feeding the trees. Now, it felt like a heavy curtain separating Kasin from the rest of the world.

He stood under the awning of a closed flower shop, shivering. His jacket was soaked through. He had no umbrella. He had no keys to his apartment. He had no wife.

He looked down at his wrist. The black metal band was sleek, almost beautiful in a cruel way. It hummed against his skin, a low vibration that travelled up his arm and settled in his chest. Every three seconds, a small red light pulsed.

Blink. You are a danger.
Blink. You are watched.
Blink. You are guilty.
People walked past him, hurrying to get out of the storm. Most kept their heads down, focused on their phones or their feet. But a few looked up. Their eyes would catch the red flash on his wrist, and their expressions would change instantly.

Curiosity turned to fear. Pity turned to disgust.

They stepped wide around him, as if his future crime was contagious. As if the murder he hadn't committed yet could jump from his skin to theirs.

"I need to go somewhere," Kasin whispered to himself. The sound of his own voice was startling.

He checked his pockets. His wallet was still there. He had his bank card, his ID, and a crumpled receipt from the grocery store yesterday. Milk, bread, two apples. It felt like an artifact from a lost civilization.

He pulled out his phone. The screen was cracked from when he had dropped it in the van, but it still worked. He stared at the contact list.

Home (Lomi).

His thumb hovered over her name. He wanted to call her. He wanted to hear her voice, even if she was screaming at him. He wanted to explain that the man in the video—the man with the knife—was not him.

But the warning from Officer Hren echoed in his mind. No contact. If you break the rules, you go to the Center.

He couldn't risk it. Not if he wanted to save their future.

He scrolled down. Mom (passed away two years ago). Work. Pizza.

Bannor.

Bannor was his oldest friend. They had grown up on the same street, played football in the park until the streetlights came on, and shared their first beers behind the school gym. Bannor was loud, loyal, and stubborn. He worked in construction, building the high-rise towers that made Orelia gleam in the sun.

If anyone would listen, it was Bannor.

Kasin pressed the call button. It rang four times.

"Yeah?" Bannor’s voice was rough, distracted. Background noise—drills, shouting—filled the line.

"Bannor, it's me. Kasin."

"Kas? Why are you calling in the middle of a shift? Is everything okay?"

Kasin swallowed the lump in his throat. "No. No, it's not. I need help, Ban. I’m in trouble."

The line went quiet for a second. The drilling noise stopped.

"What kind of trouble?" Bannor asked, his voice lower now. "Is it Lomi? Is she okay?"

"Lomi is fine. Physically, she is fine. But... the Department came. They took me in."

"The Safety Guard?" Bannor let out a low whistle. "What for? Did you forget to pay a parking ticket? They don't usually come for the small stuff."

"It's not small, Ban. It's... it's a Level One."

Silence. Heavy, thick silence. Even the static on the line seemed to hold its breath. Level One meant murder or terrorism. Everyone knew that.

"Where are you?" Bannor asked finally. His voice was flat.

"I'm on 4th Street. Near the old cinema."

"Meet me at The Roasted Bean. Ten minutes."

The line clicked dead.

The Roasted Bean was a small cafe with steamed-up windows and the smell of burnt sugar. It was a place for students and tired workers. Usually, Kasin loved the noise of the espresso machine and the clatter of cups. Today, it felt like a trap.

He walked in. The bell above the door chimed—a happy sound that felt wrong for a man accused of future murder.

He ordered a black coffee. When he reached to pay, his sleeve rode up.

The barista, a young man with bright blue hair, froze. His eyes locked onto the black metal band on Kasin’s wrist. The red light blinked.

Blink.

The barista looked up at Kasin. The smile vanished from his face. He took the cash slowly, using only two fingers, as if touching Kasin’s money would burn him.

"Keep the change," Kasin mumbled, grabbing his cup and turning away.

He found a table in the back corner, away from the windows. He wrapped his hands around the hot cup, trying to stop them from shaking.

Five minutes later, the door opened. Bannor walked in.

Bannor was a big man. He wore a neon yellow vest over a grey hoodie, covered in dust and plaster. He looked like a mountain that had decided to walk into a coffee shop. He scanned the room, saw Kasin, and frowned.

He walked over and sat down heavily. He didn't take off his coat. He didn't order a drink.

"Let me see it," Bannor said. No hello. No 'how are you'.

Kasin pulled up his sleeve. The black metal band sat there, ugly and undeniable.

Bannor stared at it. He didn't touch it.

"Level One," Bannor said softly. "Jesus, Kasin. What did they say you're going to do?"

"They said I'm going to kill Lomi."

Bannor recoiled. He actually leaned back in his chair, putting distance between them. His eyes widened.

"Lomi? Your wife? That's insane. You guys are... you're boring. You're the most boring couple I know."

"I know," Kasin said, a desperate hope rising in his chest. "Exactly. It makes no sense. I love her, Ban. You know I do."

"When?" Bannor asked.

"Three years from now. October 14."

Bannor rubbed his face with his large, dusty hands. He looked tired. He looked at the table, then at the window, then anywhere but at Kasin.

"So, what happens now?"

"I signed for strict surveillance," Kasin explained. "I have to stay clean for three years. If I do, the timeline changes. The probability drops. But I can't go home. Lomi... she filed a restraining order. She believes them."

"Of course she believes them," Bannor snapped. The sudden anger in his voice made Kasin flinch. "It's the Department, Kasin. They don't guess. They calculate. Remember the subway bombing last year? They caught that guy two days before he bought the chemicals. They saved hundreds of people. The system works."

Kasin felt cold water run down his spine. "You think I'm going to do it? You think I'm a killer?"

Bannor looked at him. There was pain in his eyes, but there was fear too. Deep, primal fear.

"I know who you are now, Kasin. You're my friend. You're a soft guy who fixes chairs. But three years is a long time. People change. Maybe... maybe something happens. Maybe she cheats. Maybe you get sick. The machine sees the variables we don't."

"I am in control of my own life!" Kasin said, his voice rising.

"Shh!" Bannor hissed, looking around. "Keep it down. People are staring."

It was true. A woman at the next table was watching them over the top of her book. A man by the counter was whispering to the barista, pointing at Kasin's corner.

"I need a place to
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