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    For those who find beauty in the broken,and for the ones who have the courage to choose the rain.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "The truth is a hard bed, but it is the only oneon which a soul can truly rest."— Portuguese Proverb
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CHAPTER 1: THE SUN THAT NEVER SETS
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The morning in Singapore always arrived with the same golden hue. Mateo sat on his balcony, the humidity a warm, familiar blanket against his skin. Below, the city was a tapestry of lush green gardens and gleaming glass towers. It was beautiful. It was, quite literally, perfect.

He took a sip of his coffee. It was exactly the temperature he liked—hot enough to release the aroma of roasted beans, but cool enough to drink without hesitation. He couldn't remember the last time he had burnt his tongue. He couldn't remember the last time the coffee had tasted bitter.

"Good morning, Mateo," a voice called out from the neighboring balcony.

Mateo turned to see Kenji, a retired architect from Tokyo who had lived next door for as long as Mateo could remember. Or perhaps, as long as he chose to remember. Kenji was watering his orchids, his movements slow and rhythmic.

"Morning, Kenji. The flowers look healthy," Mateo said, offering a polite nod.

"They are always healthy," Kenji replied with a serene smile. "In this light, everything grows. Don't you feel it? The air is just right today."

Mateo nodded again, but a small, nagging thought tugged at the back of his mind. The air is just right every day. He looked up at the sky. There were clouds, white and fluffy like cotton, but they never seemed to bring rain unless it was during the scheduled hour of three in the afternoon, providing a refreshing mist that vanished as quickly as it arrived.

He finished his coffee and stood up. He had a job—or at least, he had a place where he went. He worked as a translator for a global trade firm. It was a role that felt prestigious and necessary, though he realized, with a sudden jolt of confusion, that he never actually struggled with a translation. The words flowed from his mind to the page with a clarity that felt almost supernatural.

He walked inside his apartment. The furniture was modern, minimalist, and expensive. There were photographs on the wall of his travels—the Eiffel Tower in Paris, the bustling markets of Marrakech, the snowy peaks of the Andes. He looked at a photo of himself standing on a beach in Rio de Janeiro. He looked happy. He looked young. But when he tried to remember the sound of the waves or the smell of the salt air from that specific day, the memory felt like a flat image. He knew he had been there, but he couldn't feel that he had been there.

He grabbed his leather briefcase and headed for the door. The elevator ride down was smooth. He stepped out into the lobby, where the concierge, a friendly woman named Amara, greeted him by name.

"Have a wonderful day, Mr. Silva," she said.

"Thank you, Amara. Any news today?"

She paused, her smile remaining fixed. "The weather is perfect, and the city is at peace. What more news could there be?"

Mateo walked out onto the street. The sidewalk was clean, polished to a soft sheen. People moved with purpose, their faces reflecting a quiet contentment. There were no sirens. No shouting. No car horns. The electric buses glided by silently.

He began his walk to the office, a path he had taken a thousand times. He passed the small park where children played on the grass. He noticed a young girl chasing a ball. She tripped and fell. Mateo moved forward to help, but before he could reach her, she stood up, brushed off her knees, and continued laughing. There was no scrape. No blood. No tears.

He slowed his pace. He watched her for a moment longer than was natural. She didn't look back. She just kept playing, her movements repeating a loop—run, kick, fall, rise.

Mateo felt a bead of sweat roll down his neck. It wasn't from the heat; it was from a sudden, sharp realization. The girl had fallen in the exact same spot yesterday. And the day before.

He shook his head, trying to clear the thought. I am just tired, he told himself. I am overthinking a peaceful life.

He arrived at the glass-fronted office building. The lobby was filled with the soft murmur of professional conversation. He entered the elevator and pressed the button for the 42nd floor. As the numbers climbed, he stared at his reflection in the polished steel doors.

He looked successful. He looked healthy. But as he stared into his own eyes, he felt a strange sense of distance. It was as if he were looking at a character in a movie rather than himself.

The elevator chimed. The doors slid open.

"Mateo! Just the man I wanted to see," his supervisor, a tall man named Marcus, said as he stepped out. Marcus was British, always dressed in a sharp navy suit. "That contract from the Brazilian delegation—it’s perfect. Your Portuguese is as sharp as ever."

"Glad to hear it, Marcus," Mateo said. "I’ll get started on the next one."

"No rush," Marcus said, patting him on the shoulder. "In this city, time is on our side. Take a long lunch. Enjoy the sun."

Mateo walked to his desk. It was positioned by a floor-to-ceiling window overlooking the harbor. Ships sat in the water, their hulls reflecting the midday sun. They didn't seem to be moving toward the horizon. They just drifted, anchored in a perpetual state of arrival.

He sat down and opened his computer. The screen flickered for a fraction of a second. It was so fast he almost missed it. For a heartbeat, the elegant office space didn't look like an office. It looked like a gray, empty room. The high-end computer looked like a rusted metal box.

Mateo blinked. The image was gone. The office was beautiful again. His heart hammered against his ribs. He gripped the edge of his mahogany desk. The wood felt solid. Real.

"Is everything alright, Mateo?"

He looked up. A colleague, Sarah, was standing nearby with two cups of tea.

"Yes," Mateo said, his voice a bit thin. "I just... I thought I saw something."

"The light can be tricky this time of day," Sarah said kindly, handing him a cup. "It’s too bright sometimes. We’re lucky to live in such a luminous place."

Mateo took the tea. "Sarah, do you ever feel like... like you’ve been here before? Not just yesterday, but like you’ve been in this exact moment, saying these exact words, a hundred times?"

Sarah laughed softly. "It’s called a routine, Mateo. It’s what keeps the world turning. Stability is a gift. Many people spend their whole lives looking for what we have here."

She walked away, her heels clicking rhythmically on the marble floor.

Mateo didn't drink the tea. He stared out the window at the harbor. He focused on one specific ship, a white vessel with a blue stripe. He decided he would watch it until it reached the edge of the horizon.

One hour passed. Then two.

The ship stayed in the same place. The waves rolled beneath it, the sun glittered on the water, but the ship did not move an inch toward the sea. It was as if the world ended just a mile past the harbor, and the ship was simply a prop placed there to complete the view.

Mateo stood up. He left his briefcase. He left his tea. He walked past Marcus, past Sarah, and past the concierge. He walked out into the street and didn't stop until he reached the edge of the park.

He looked for the girl with the ball.

There she was. She ran. She kicked the ball. She tripped.

Mateo watched. She stood up. She brushed her knees. She laughed.

Then, she did it again.

She ran. She kicked. She tripped.

Mateo’s breath came in short, jagged gasps. He looked around the park. An old man was reading the same page of a newspaper. A jogger was passing the same water fountain for the fourth time in five minutes.

The sun stayed high in the sky, refusing to move toward the west. It was 2:00 PM. It had been 2:00 PM since he left the office.

He pulled his phone from his pocket. The digital clock read 14:00. He waited. He counted sixty seconds in his head.

The clock still read 14:00.

"This isn't right," he whispered to himself.

He turned toward the city center, seeking something—anything—that felt chaotic or unpredictable. He needed a mistake. He needed a flaw.

As he crossed the street, a car approached. It was a sleek, silver sedan. Usually, the cars in this city stopped with perfect precision to allow pedestrians to pass. Mateo didn't slow down. He stepped directly into its path.

The car didn't honk. It didn't swerve.

It simply stopped. But it didn't stop like a vehicle applying brakes. It stopped like a video being paused. One frame it was moving; the next, it was frozen in time.

Mateo walked up to the driver’s side window. The man inside was staring straight ahead, his hands on the wheel, his eyes wide but unblinking. He looked like a mannequin.

Mateo reached out and touched the hood of the car. It wasn't hot from the engine. It was room temperature.

Then, the world "unpaused."

The car continued its motion, passing him smoothly as if nothing had happened. The driver didn't look at him. The pedestrians didn't notice the anomaly.

Mateo stood in the middle of the road, the golden sun beating down on him. He felt a cold shiver that had nothing to do with the weather.

He remembered a bridge. He remembered the smell of burning rubber. He remembered a voice calling his name, growing fainter and fainter until there was only silence.

"Where am I?" he asked the empty air.

The city didn't answer. It only offered him more sunlight, more peace, and the terrifying realization that he was trapped in a masterpiece that had no exit.
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CHAPTER 2: THE BIRD IN THE FRAME
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Mateo did not return to his office. He could not. The logic of the world—the steady, rhythmic heartbeat of the city—had begun to feel like a drum played by a machine. He walked back toward his apartment complex, his footsteps echoing on the pristine pavement. Every person he passed was a mirror of the one before: smiling, content, and entirely oblivious to the fact that time had stopped moving forward.

When he reached his building, the lobby felt different. The air conditioning was humming at the exact same frequency as the morning, but now it sounded like a warning. Amara, the concierge, was still behind the desk. She was organizing the same stack of mail he had seen her with four hours ago.

"Welcome back, Mr. Silva," she said. Her voice was a perfect melody of professional warmth. "Did you forget something?"

"Amara," Mateo said, stopping at the desk. He leaned forward, his eyes searching hers. "What time is it?"

She glanced at the digital clock on the wall behind her. "It is precisely two o'clock in the afternoon. A beautiful time of day, do you not think?"

Mateo looked at his own watch. It was still two o'clock. "It has been two o'clock for a very long time, Amara."

She laughed, a light and airy sound. "Time flies when you are happy, they say. Or perhaps it stands still so you can enjoy the moment. Is there anything else I can help you with?"

"No," Mateo whispered. "Nothing else."

He took the elevator up to his floor. He felt a sense of vertigo as the numbers climbed. When the doors opened, he hurried to his apartment and locked the door behind him. He needed silence. He needed to think.

He went to the balcony. The view of Singapore was as breathtaking as ever. The Supertrees of the Gardens by the Bay stood tall in the distance, their purple structures glowing softly even in the daylight. But as he looked out, he saw a bird—a small, brown sparrow. It was perched on the railing of his balcony.

It was the first thing that looked truly alive to him. Its feathers were slightly ruffled. One of its eyes seemed to be clouded. It looked tired. It looked flawed.

"Hello," Mateo said softly, reaching out a hand.

The bird did not fly away. It hopped a few inches toward him, tilting its head. It chirped, but the sound was not the melodic song of the park birds. It was a sharp, discordant noise, almost like the sound of static on a radio.

Mateo frowned. He reached further, his fingers inches from the bird’s back. "Where did you come from? You do not belong here, do you?"

Suddenly, the bird took flight. It did not fly toward the trees or the harbor. It flew straight up, soaring toward the bright blue sky. Mateo watched it, his heart racing. He wanted it to escape. He wanted it to fly until it reached a place where the clocks moved and the cars did not freeze in the middle of the street.

The sparrow climbed higher and higher. Then, it happened.

The bird did not disappear into the distance. It did not fade into the blue. It hit something.

There was a sound like a fingernail tapping on glass. The bird bounced off the air itself. It fluttered its wings frantically, trying to regain its balance, and then it hit the air again. This time, the blue sky flickered.

For a split second, a jagged line appeared across the horizon. It looked like a crack in a mirror. Behind the crack, there was no sun, no clouds, and no city. There was only a vast, empty darkness—a void that seemed to swallow the light.

The bird fell. It dropped like a stone, tumbling through the air until it landed on the balcony of the floor below Mateo’s. It lay there, its wings splayed, motionless.

Mateo gripped the railing so hard his knuckles turned white. He looked up at the sky where the crack had appeared. The blue was perfect again. There was no sign of the fracture. The sun was still golden. The clouds were still white.

"It is a frame," Mateo whispered. "Everything is just a frame."

He looked down at his hands. They were shaking. He felt a sudden, overwhelming urge to prove that his own body was real. He went into the kitchen and grabbed a small paring knife from the block. He held the blade over his palm.

He hesitated. In this world, there was no pain. He remembered the girl in the park. She had fallen, but she had not been hurt.

He pressed the blade into the skin of his palm. He pushed hard.

The metal met his skin, but there was no resistance. It was as if he were pressing the knife against a holographic image. The skin indented slightly, but the blade did not cut. There was no blood. There was no sting of pain.

He threw the knife across the room. It hit the marble floor with a dull thud that sounded more like plastic than metal.

"I am dead," he said. The words felt heavy in the quiet room. "I must be dead."

A knock came at the door. It was steady and polite.

Mateo stood still, his breath shallow. The knock came again.

"Mateo? Are you in there?"

It was Kenji’s voice. It sounded older, more fragile than it had this morning.

Mateo walked to the door and opened it. Kenji was standing in the hallway, holding a small wooden box. He looked at Mateo with an expression that was hard to read—a mixture of pity and weariness.

"You saw the bird," Kenji said. It was not a question.

Mateo stepped back, allowing the older man to enter. "What is this place, Kenji? Why did the sky break?"

Kenji walked into the living room and set the wooden box on the mahogany coffee table. He sat down on the sofa, his movements stiff. "This place is what we need it to be. For most, it is a reward. A place where the coffee is never cold, the weather is never cruel, and the heart never breaks."

"But it is not real," Mateo said, his voice rising. "I tried to cut my hand. Nothing happened. The bird hit a wall in the sky. We are in a box."

Kenji looked out the window. "Is reality so important to you? Think about your life before, Mateo. Think about the noise, the pollution, the constant fear of losing what you love. Here, you lose nothing. Here, the memory of what you loved is preserved forever."

"I do not want a memory," Mateo said, sitting across from him. "I want to live. I want to feel the ground under my feet. I want to know that if I walk far enough, I will find something new. This city... it does not go anywhere. The ships do not leave the harbor."

Kenji opened the wooden box. Inside were dozens of small, hand-carved wooden animals. He picked up a tiger and turned it over in his hands. "I was an architect. I spent my life building things that I knew would eventually fall down. Earthquakes, storms, time—they destroy everything. When I arrived here, I was so tired. I just wanted something that would stay. I built this apartment in my mind. I
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