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Chapter 1 — Someone Who Did Not Want to Be Saved
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The city of Eirwyn always smelled like rain, even when the sky was clear.

It was a quiet coastal town built on old stone and older regrets, where the ocean breathed slowly against the cliffs and people learned to live without asking too many questions. Nights arrived early here—not because the sun hurried, but because the light never quite stayed.

Aksa learned that on his first week back.

He stood under the dim streetlamp across from the Greyhound Café, hands buried in the pockets of his coat, watching the yellow glow tremble on wet pavement. The lamp flickered as if undecided about staying alive. He understood that feeling too well.

Inside the café, silhouettes moved behind fogged glass. Soft music leaked out—something slow, something meant to comfort people who still believed comfort existed. Aksa did not go in.

He rarely went anywhere without being forced.

Eirwyn was not home.
It was a pause.
A place where time felt stuck between apology and punishment.
He exhaled, breath turning white, and checked his watch. 9:47 p.m.

Late enough that the streets were almost empty. Early enough that sleep would still refuse him.

“Still standing out here like a ghost?”

The voice startled him—not because it was loud, but because it was gentle.

Aksa turned.

She stood a few steps away, holding a paper cup with both hands, as if warmth was something that might escape if she loosened her grip. Her coat was too thin for the weather. Dark hair fell loosely over her shoulders, slightly damp at the ends. Her eyes—he noticed them immediately—were calm in a way that didn’t feel natural. Like a lake that looked peaceful only because it was very deep.

“I didn’t hear you come out,” Aksa said.

She smiled, small and polite. “You looked like you didn’t want to be disturbed.”

“I don’t,” he replied.

The honesty surprised even him.

Instead of stepping back, she nodded, as if she understood. “Fair enough.”

She turned to leave.

Something about that—about how easily she accepted his coldness—made him speak again.

“Why are you out here?” he asked.

She paused. Looked at the sky. Then back at him.
“I needed air,” she said. “The café feels too... full tonight.”
“Of people?”

“Of expectations.”

That answer settled between them, quiet but heavy.

Aksa gestured vaguely toward the door. “You work there?”

“Sometimes.” She hesitated. “I’m Nara.”

He did not offer his name right away. He rarely did. Names felt like promises.

“...Aksa,” he said finally.

She repeated it once, softly, like she was testing the sound. “Aksa.”

Rain began to fall—not hard, just enough to blur the world. Nara looked down at her cup, already half-empty.

“You should go inside,” she said. “You’ll catch a cold.”

“I don’t get sick.”

She tilted her head. “That’s not what I meant.”

The silence stretched, comfortable in a way that felt dangerous. Aksa noticed the faint scar near her wrist when she adjusted her sleeve. She noticed his hands trembling slightly despite the calmness of his face.

“You don’t live here,” Nara said.

It wasn’t a question.

“No.”

“But you’re staying.”

“For now.”

Another nod. She was good at that—accepting partial truths.

“Eirwyn has a way of keeping people longer than they intend,” she said. “Especially the ones who come here to forget something.”

Aksa looked at her sharply. “You say that like experience.”

She smiled again, but this time it didn’t reach her eyes.
“I say it like a warning.”
Thunder rolled far out at sea. The café door opened briefly behind them, laughter spilling out before being swallowed by the rain.

Aksa felt the familiar tightening in his chest—the urge to leave before the quiet became attachment.

“I should go,” he said.

Nara stepped aside, clearing his path.

“Good,” she said. “Then go.”

He stopped. “You don’t usually argue with strangers?”

“I don’t usually try to save them either.”

That word—save—cut deeper than he expected.

“I’m not someone who needs saving,” Aksa said, voice low.

Nara met his gaze steadily. “Neither am I.”

For a moment, something unspoken passed between them. Recognition, perhaps. Or resignation.

When Aksa finally walked away, he felt it immediately—the strange weight of knowing that this was not an ending.

Behind him, Nara watched his silhouette fade into the rain. She pressed the warm cup against her chest, heart beating faster than it should have.

Some people came into your life like light.

Others came like storms.

And some—
some arrived quietly, carrying the kind of darkness that felt familiar enough to touch.
She whispered into the night, not sure who she was speaking to.

“Please don’t stay.”

But Eirwyn, as always, did not listen.
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Chapter 2 — The Silence That Felt Too Comfortable
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Eirwyn did not sleep.

It only softened.

The rain that followed Aksa home was light but persistent, clinging to his coat, his hair, his thoughts. The narrow street leading to the boarding house glistened under dim lamps, each reflection stretching like a distorted memory he refused to claim.

He unlocked the door to Holloway House just past midnight.

The building was old—three floors of faded stone and creaking bones. It smelled faintly of dust, salt, and something else he could never quite name. Loneliness, perhaps. Or the residue of people who had learned how to live quietly.

Mrs. Holloway was asleep. She always was. Or pretending to be.

Aksa climbed the stairs slowly, every step familiar already, though he had only been here for two weeks. Room 2B waited for him at the end of the hall. Small. Clean. Empty enough to breathe in.

He shut the door behind him and leaned against it, eyes closed.

For a moment—just a moment—he saw her again.

Nara.
Standing under the streetlamp.
Holding warmth like it was fragile.
He exhaled sharply and pushed himself away from the door.

You’re here to disappear, he reminded himself.
Not to be seen.
Yet, when he lay down on the narrow bed, sleep did not come. It never did. His mind replayed details he hadn’t meant to notice—the scar on her wrist, the way she didn’t flinch when he was honest about not wanting company, the unsettling calm in her voice.

Silence filled the room, but it wasn’t empty.

It was crowded with thoughts he didn’t invite.



The next morning arrived grey and undecided.

Aksa woke just after seven, the sound of distant waves pressing against his skull like a dull ache. He showered quickly, dressed in dark clothes, and left without eating. Routine mattered. Hunger was manageable.

The Eirwyn Archive sat near the edge of town, overlooking the sea. A modest building of stone and glass, pretending to be modern while holding decades of forgotten records inside. It was where he worked—temporarily, officially. Cataloguing documents no one else wanted to touch.

Paper did not ask questions.
History did not care who you were now.
Inside, the archive smelled of old ink and cold air. Aksa greeted no one, signed in, and went straight to his desk. The day passed slowly—hours measured by the turning of pages and the scratch of his pen.

At noon, footsteps stopped near his desk.

“You’re working too hard.”

He looked up.

Nara stood there, holding a folder against her chest. Today, her hair was tied back loosely, strands already escaping. She wore a long cardigan, sleeves pulled over her hands. The same calm eyes. The same unsettling presence.

His first instinct was irritation—followed closely by confusion.

“You work here?” he asked.

“Sometimes,” she said, echoing her words from the night before. “I volunteer. Organizing oral histories. Mostly recordings people don’t want to listen to anymore.”

“Why?”

She shrugged. “Someone should.”

That answer again. Simple. Heavy.

“You shouldn’t sneak up on people,” Aksa said.

“I didn’t,” she replied gently. “You were just very focused.”

He glanced around. The archive was quiet—too quiet. No one else seemed to notice them.

“You followed me?” he asked.

Her eyebrows knit together. “No. I was already here.”

A pause.

“Eirwyn is small,” she added. “People run into each other whether they want to or not.”

Aksa looked back at his papers. “Coincidence.”

“Of course,” Nara said. She didn’t sound offended. “Mind if I sit?”

“Yes.”

She pulled out the chair anyway and sat across from him.

The silence between them returned, settling easily, like it recognized both of them. Aksa hated how natural it felt.

After a while, she spoke again.

“You didn’t come back to the café.”

“I didn’t say I would.”

“I know.”

“Then why mention it?”

Nara traced the edge of the folder with her thumb. “I wondered if you were avoiding it.”

“I avoid most things.”

She smiled faintly. “That sounds exhausting.”

“It’s efficient.”

She considered that. “Is it lonely?”

Aksa’s pen stopped moving.

“No,” he said.

Nara didn’t argue. She simply nodded, accepting the lie for what it was.

They worked like that for nearly an hour—separate tasks, shared silence. It was strange how her presence didn’t feel intrusive. It didn’t demand. It simply existed.

Too comfortably.

“Can I ask you something?” she said eventually.

“You already are.”

She ignored that. “Why Eirwyn?”

The question struck harder than it should have.

“Work assignment,” Aksa replied.

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the one you’re getting.”

Nara leaned back slightly. “You don’t like being known.”

He met her gaze. “Neither do you.”

Something flickered across her face—surprise, then amusement.

“Touché.”

The clock struck one. Nara stood.

“I’m getting lunch,” she said. “You should eat.”

“I’m not hungry.”

“You didn’t eat breakfast.”

He frowned. “How do you know that?”

“You smell like coffee and nothing else.”

She walked away before he could respond.

Ten minutes later, a paper bag appeared on his desk.

Inside: a simple sandwich and an apple.

“I didn’t ask for this,” Aksa said when she returned.

“I know,” Nara replied. “You needed it anyway.”

He stared at the food like it might explode.

“Why do you care?” he asked quietly.

Nara’s voice softened. “I don’t know yet.”

That unsettled him more than any intrusive question could have.



They began to fall into a pattern after that.

Not intentionally. Not with agreement.

Just... gradually.

They crossed paths at the archive. Walked the same streets at dusk. Sometimes sat in silence at the café without speaking more than a sentence. Nara never pushed. Aksa never invited. Somehow, it worked.

Too well.

One evening, they sat near the window at the Greyhound Café. Rain tapped gently against the glass. The place was nearly empty.

“Do you ever feel like,” Nara said softly, “you’re only half here?”

Aksa didn’t look at her. “Every day.”

She exhaled, relief or sadness—he couldn’t tell.

“My therapist says it’s a trauma response,” she continued. “Like part of you stays behind to keep watch.”

“That sounds... expensive,” he said.

She laughed quietly. “It is.”

He glanced at her then. “Why are you telling me this?”

Nara met his eyes. “Because you don’t flinch.”

“I do,” he replied. “Just not where you can see.”

She held his gaze for a moment longer than necessary. Then nodded.

“That makes two of us.”

The realization hit him slowly, unwelcome and heavy.

This was not casual.
This was not safe.
Silence had never felt like company before.

Later that night, as they stood outside the café, Nara spoke again.

“You don’t have to stay,” she said.

Aksa frowned. “You already told me that.”

“I meant here,” she clarified. “With me.”

“I’m not.”

“Not yet.”

The honesty in her voice scared him.

“I’m not looking for anything,” he said.

“Neither am I.”

Their eyes met. The rain fell harder.

And for the first time in years, Aksa felt something dangerous bloom in his chest—not hope, not happiness.

Recognition.

The kind that came before everything went wrong.
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