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Ian Richards died at 3:33 a.m. Not dramatically. No final words. No sudden clarity. Just the quiet failure of a body that had been pushed hard, praised loudly, and ignored when it asked for rest.

The house was silent when it happened. Not peacefully silent...just empty of witnesses. The kind of silence that existed whether you were alive or not.

Earlier that night, his space had been full of sound.

Laughter. Glasses clinking. Voices layering over one another in the ballroom of the Nuevo Hotel in New Kingston, where Ian stood accepting praise like a man who had learned how to hold it without spilling. The Seven Star Writers Awards were not modest affairs, and neither was he. He had broken a record that mattered to the right people. Seven awards. No Jamaican journalist had ever done it before.

Not even John Maxwell.

Ian remembered skipping classes years ago to sit in the back of one of Maxwell's lectures, scribbling notes as if proximity alone could transfer greatness. Tonight, the student had surpassed the teacher.

Success always rewrites hierarchies quietly.

People shook his hand. They toasted him. They told stories about his courage, his fearlessness, his refusal to back down when ministries pushed back or advertisers threatened to pull funding.

"You mash up the whole department with that exposé," someone laughed.

From the outside, his life looked complete.

A respected name.

A beautiful wife.

A brilliant daughter.

A house perched on seven acres in Smokey Vale, designed carefully enough to make other men uncomfortable.

Inside, his life felt unfinished.

He left the party before midnight. The drive home was fast and impatient. The Porsche responded instantly, obedient and precise...one of the few things in his life that did. Music filled the car, something old and smooth, something he didn't have to think about.

But thoughts of Bianca intruded anyway.

They had been arguing for six months.

Not shouting arguments. Not door-slamming arguments. Those belonged to people who still believed resolution was possible. These were quieter. They lived in pauses, in half-sentences, in looks that slid past each other without landing.

She was seventeen now. Tall. Certain. Armed with the dangerous confidence of someone who believed the world would eventually bend to her understanding of it.

His little pineapple.

That was what he used to call her when she was small. Sweet on the outside, sharp if mishandled. The kind of child you protected instinctively.

Now she barely looked at him in the mornings.

"Good morning, Bianca," he had said earlier that day.

No reply. Not even a nod.

She had moved past him like he was furniture that hadn't been updated in years.

The memory followed him into the house.

He showered, changed, and avoided the master bedroom. On nights when conversation felt inevitable, he slept in the guest room across the hall. Tonight qualified.

The bed was cool when he lay down. The room smelled faintly of clean linen and something medicinal. He scrolled through his phone, eyes skimming headlines that no longer required his input.

At some point, his hand went still.

At 3:33 a.m., without warning or ceremony, Ian Richards died.

He did not feel it happen.

There was no pain. No tunnel. No flash of memory or light. The world did not pause to acknowledge the moment. Somewhere down the road, a dog barked. A refrigerator hummed. The night continued uninterrupted.

By morning, the sun would rise over Smokey Vale exactly as it always had.

And Ian Richards...award-winning journalist, husband, father...was gone.
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Ian woke up naked. That was the first problem. The second problem was the smell.Mint. Sharp. Clean. Alive. Kimberly's peppermint drink.

He sat up too quickly, instinctively reaching for the sheet...then froze. The fabric did not move. Neither did the mattress. His hands passed through the cotton like smoke, leaving no impression behind.

Ian frowned.

"This is a dream," he said aloud, testing the sound of his voice.

It echoed strangely. Not louder. Just... detached. As if the room was acknowledging the noise without caring about its source.

He swung his legs over the side of the bed. His feet did not touch the floor. They passed straight through it. Ian stared.

He stood, slowly this time, heart pounding hard enough to be annoying. His body felt intact. Familiar. Slight stiffness in the shoulders. Dry skin around the knuckles. Everything exactly where it should be.

Except nothing resisted him.

He reached for the dresser. His hand slid through polished wood without friction.

"No," he said quietly. "No, no, no."

He moved faster, checking the closet, the door, the mirror. Every surface behaved incorrectly. Nothing acknowledged him. The room did not push back.

Panic arrived efficiently.

He rushed to the window.

Outside, the world was already awake.

Mr. Green raked leaves across the driveway next door, shirt tucked neatly into his shorts like a man reporting for duty. Tanya jogged past the gate, earbuds in, face set in the determined expression she wore every morning. A car horn sounded farther down the road.

Ian banged on the glass.

"Hey!"

Nothing.

He tried the door. His hand slipped through the knob.

That was when he stepped back into the room...and saw himself.

His body lay on the bed, perfectly still. Peaceful, even. Mouth slightly open. One arm resting at an awkward angle, as if it had fallen there and no one had bothered to correct it.

Ian stared at the man he used to be.

Shock never came.

What arrived instead was disappointment. A deep, sinking kind. Like discovering a meeting had been canceled permanently.

"Oh," he whispered. "No."

Memory slid into place with clinical precision.

The late night.

The exhaustion.

The decision to sleep alone.

"My phone," he said suddenly.

Relief surged when he spotted it on the floor beside his shoes locked!. Screen dark. Untouched.

At least no one can go through my phone.

The thought was absurd. It grounded him anyway.

The smell returned, peppermint, drifting through the doorway.

He followed it into the kitchen.

Kimberly stood at the counter, hair wrapped, mug in hand, radio murmuring softly in the background. She moved with quiet efficiency, doing things before they were needed. She always had.

Ian watched her longer than he meant to.

She looked... composed and efficient.

"Oh, Kim," he whispered. "Oh, Kim."

She didn't hear him. But the dog did.

Browny burst into the room, barking furiously, tail wagging like he'd just discovered something important.

"You see me, boy?" Ian said.

Browny barked harder, charging straight towards him.

"Yes," Ian said, smiling despite himself. "Yes, you see me."

"Browny!" Kimberly called. "Stop that!"

The dog ignored her completely, standing directly in front of Ian, tail sweeping the floor.

The moment passed quickly. Browny was dragged away. Life resumed.

Bianca entered the kitchen moments later, silent, distant, eating fruit like it was an obligation.

"You not going to comb your hair?" Kimberly asked.

"Nothing's wrong with it."

"You're really going to let Bryan see you like that?"

"It's my hair and my life."

The words hit Ian harder than he expected. Just then a car horn sounded outside.

"Give me a kiss," Kimberly said gently.

Bianca hesitated...then kissed her mother's cheek and ran out.

Ian followed her down the drive, watching his daughter disappear without looking back.

Outside, the road was full. Not with people exactly...but with movement. Shapes drifting past cars, along sidewalks, between houses. Some walked with purpose. Others wandered. None spoke.

They moved like thoughts without owners.

Ian stepped back instinctively.

"Nope," he said. "Absolutely not."

Bianca's car pulled away.

Ian ran after it.

He made it halfway down the road before exhaustion slammed into him...sudden, crushing, impossible. He bent over, hands on knees, gasping.

"How can I be tired?" he demanded. "I'm dead!"

No answer came. The car disappeared.

When he returned to the house, sobbing reached him before the door did.

Kimberly knelt beside his body, holding his hand.

"Wake up," he whispered. "Wake up, Ian."

She struck his chest once. Then again.

"I told you to slow down," she cried. "Why couldn't you just listen?"

Ian stood there, helpless, watching the woman he loved unravel beside a carcass that could no longer respond.

A voice spoke behind him.

"Well," it said calmly, "how long do you think she's going to cry before she calls someone?"

Ian turned.

The room felt suddenly crowded.

Someone else had arrived.
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"Ian Richards."

The voice did not echo.

That unsettled him more than anything else.

Ian turned slowly. The room looked the same...same walls, same light, same body on the bed...but it felt occupied now. Not crowded. Claimed.

A man stood near the door.

Tall. Still. Wrapped in patterned cloth that looked older than fashion and more certain than authority. He leaned slightly against the wall, relaxed in a way that suggested effortlessness rather than comfort.

Ian stared.

"You shouldn't be here," Ian said. "This is my house."

The man smiled faintly. Not amused. Not impressed.

"You're right," he replied. "It's not your house anymore."

Irritation flared...automatic, familiar.

"Who are you?" Ian demanded. "And how did you get in here?"

"I walked," the man said. "Same way you did this morning. Only difference is, I knew where I was going."

Ian took a step back.

"I don't appreciate strangers in my room," he said. "Especially dressed like...like like...like...that!"

The man glanced down at himself.

"Better than naked," he said mildly. "You should try it sometime."

Ian looked down.

His nakedness returned to him all at once...sharp, humiliating.

"Where are my clothes?" he snapped.

"In the closet."

Ian rushed toward it, reached for the handle...and his hand passed straight through the door.

He froze.

The man sighed.

"You're going to do that a lot today," he said. "Try not to make it your whole personality."

Ian turned slowly, heart racing.

"This is a dream
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