

    
        
          Hidden Futures

        

        
        
          Stevan Muller

        

        
          Published by Arie HAC, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      HIDDEN FUTURES

    

    
      First edition. May 29, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Stevan Muller.

    

    
    
      Written by Stevan Muller.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Chapter 1 — The Same Morning

Chapter 2 — The First Letter

Chapter 3 — Roads Not Taken

Chapter 4 — The Cost of Waiting

Chapter 5 — Seasons of Change

Chapter 6 — The Things We Carry

Chapter 7 — The Distance Between People

Chapter 8 — What Success Looks Like

Chapter 9 — Tomorrow Is Expensive

Chapter 10 — The Last Letter

Chapter 11 — What We Leave Behind

Chapter 12 — Hidden Futures

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1 — The Same Morning
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The alarm rang at exactly 6:30 a.m.

Ethan Vale opened his eyes before it could ring a second time.

For a moment, he stared at the ceiling above his bed.

The faint crack running across the white paint was still there, stretching from one corner of the room to the other like a line someone had drawn years ago and forgotten to erase. Ethan knew every detail of that crack. He had spent enough mornings looking at it.

Outside, the city of Alder Creek was slowly waking up.

A distant car engine hummed through the silence. Somewhere down the street, a dog barked once before settling down again. The sky beyond his apartment window carried the pale gray color of an unfinished morning.

Ethan sat up.

His apartment was small. Not uncomfortably small, just ordinary. A narrow kitchen occupied one corner. A worn sofa faced an old television he rarely used. Books were stacked in uneven piles against the wall, though he hadn't finished one in months.

The place looked less like a home and more like a waiting room.

As if someone lived there temporarily.

As if someone was preparing to leave.

The problem was that Ethan had been preparing to leave for nearly six years.

He rubbed his face and stood.

The floor creaked beneath his feet.

The coffee machine in the kitchen made its familiar sounds while he leaned against the counter.

Every morning followed the same pattern.

Wake up.

Make coffee.

Look out the window.

Think about everything he wanted to change.

Change nothing.

The machine clicked.

Coffee poured into a chipped mug.

Steam rose into the air.

Ethan carried it toward the window.

The street below was beginning to fill with movement.

People walked toward bus stops.

Cyclists crossed intersections.

Store owners unlocked doors.

Everyone seemed to be going somewhere.

Everyone seemed to know where they belonged.

He took a sip.

The coffee was slightly bitter.

He liked it that way.

His phone buzzed on the table.

A message.

From his mother.

Don't forget dinner on Sunday.

A second message followed.

Your aunt keeps asking when you're going to settle down.

Ethan laughed quietly.

Not because it was funny.

Because it was predictable.

He typed a simple reply.

I'll be there.

Then he placed the phone face down.

The conversation didn't need to continue.

There was nothing new to say.

He had heard the same questions for years.

How's work?

Any plans?

Met anyone special?

What do you want to do with your life?

The worst part wasn't answering them.

The worst part was realizing he didn't have answers.

At twenty-eight, he imagined he should have known by now.

When he was younger, the future had seemed straightforward.

Success looked close enough to touch.

He had plans.

Ambitions.

Dreams.

Back then, he believed effort naturally led somewhere.

Now he wasn't so sure.

Life had turned out far less organized than he expected.

The coffee cooled.

The clock moved toward seven.

Ethan finally left the apartment.

The hallway smelled faintly of fresh paint.

Someone in the building must have been renovating again.

Outside, the morning air carried a cool breeze.

Alder Creek stretched around him.

The city wasn't large enough to impress tourists or small enough for everyone to know each other.

It existed somewhere in between.

Quiet.

Unremarkable.

Comfortable.

The kind of place people rarely left and rarely talked about.

Ethan began walking.

His current job involved helping a local logistics company organize warehouse inventory.

Temporary work.

Three months.

Maybe four.

After that, he would need to find something else.

Just like before.

And before that.

And before that.

The warehouse stood on the eastern side of the city near the river.

The walk took nearly twenty minutes.

Normally, Ethan listened to music along the way.

Today he didn't.

Instead, he watched people.

A young woman hurried across a crosswalk while balancing a cup of coffee and a phone.

A father held his daughter's hand on their way to school.

An elderly man arranged flowers outside a small shop.

Simple moments.

Ordinary lives.

Yet they somehow felt complete.

As though each person belonged inside a story moving steadily forward.

Ethan often felt like he was standing still while everyone else continued walking.

The thought followed him across the city.

It followed him into the warehouse.

It followed him throughout the morning.

Rows of shelves stretched toward the ceiling.

Boxes moved.

Forklifts hummed.

Workers exchanged greetings.

The work itself wasn't difficult.

Mostly numbers.

Labels.

Lists.

Ethan was good at it.

That was part of the problem.

He was good at many things.

Not exceptional.

Not terrible.

Just good enough.

Good enough to be useful.

Good enough to survive.

Never good enough to feel certain.

Around noon, he sat alone outside during lunch.

The river flowed beyond a chain-link fence.

Sunlight reflected across the water.

His sandwich remained untouched beside him.

He wasn't hungry.

A familiar feeling settled in his chest.

Not sadness.

Not exactly.

Something harder to define.

A quiet dissatisfaction.

The sense that an important train had departed years ago and he was still standing on the platform trying to convince himself another one would arrive.

His phone buzzed again.

This time it was a social media notification.

Someone from high school had posted photos.

A new house.

A smiling family.

Comments filled with congratulations.

Ethan stared for several seconds.

Then locked the screen.

He wasn't jealous.

At least, he didn't think he was.

Mostly he felt confused.

When had everyone figured things out?

When had they learned which direction to walk?

Because he still felt like he was searching for the map.

A voice interrupted his thoughts.

"You're doing it again."

Ethan looked up.

A coworker stood nearby holding a bottle of water.

"What?"

"Thinking."

Ethan smiled faintly.

"I do that sometimes."

"Too much."

The coworker laughed and continued walking.

Ethan watched him disappear back inside.

Too much.

Maybe that was true.

Maybe thinking had become a substitute for acting.

Dreaming had become easier than trying.

The afternoon passed slowly.

When work finally ended, relief spread through the building.

Employees gathered their belongings.

Conversations drifted toward evening plans.

Dinner reservations.

Family visits.

Movies.

Friends.

Ethan listened without participating.

Not because he disliked people.

He simply wasn't sure how to join.

When he stepped outside, the sky had begun turning gold.

The city looked softer in evening light.

Less demanding.

Less hurried.

He could have gone straight home.

Instead, he started walking without any destination.

He often did.

The streets of Alder Creek had become familiar companions.

They asked nothing of him.

The sun lowered behind distant buildings.

Shadows stretched across sidewalks.

Somewhere ahead, old train tracks cut through a forgotten section of the city.

Ethan found himself heading in that direction without realizing why.

The tracks hadn't been active for decades.

Most people ignored them.

Yet he had always liked the area.

There was something peaceful about abandoned places.

They carried the weight of stories nobody told anymore.

As the evening breeze moved through the empty corridor beside the tracks, Ethan slowed his pace.

The city noise faded behind him.

Silence settled over the rusted rails.

For the first time all day, his thoughts became quiet.

He stood there for several moments, staring into the distance.

The tracks disappeared beyond the horizon.

Two parallel lines leading somewhere unknown.

Or perhaps nowhere at all.

Ethan couldn't tell.

What he didn't know was that these forgotten tracks would soon change the course of his life.

But for now, they were simply part of another ordinary day.

And ordinary days, he would eventually learn, were where every future began.

The evening air carried the scent of rain.

Ethan remained beside the abandoned railway for several minutes after the sun disappeared behind the western skyline. The rusted tracks stretched ahead, fading into darkness.

A train had not passed through here in decades.

Nature had slowly reclaimed the place.

Grass pushed through cracks in the concrete.

Wild vines climbed weathered fences.

Old utility poles leaned slightly, as though exhausted from standing too long.

Ethan liked places like this.

They reminded him that time moved whether people noticed or not.

Eventually, he turned away and headed toward downtown.

Streetlights flickered to life one by one.

The city transformed under their glow.

Restaurants filled with conversations.

Storefronts reflected passing headlights.

Music drifted from cafés and bars.

Life continued.

As always.

Yet Ethan felt strangely disconnected from it.

Not lonely.

Just distant.

Like a spectator watching from outside a window.

His stomach reminded him that he had barely eaten all day.

A few blocks later, he stopped in front of a small diner called Maple Street Grill.

The place had existed for as long as he could remember.

The neon sign buzzed faintly above the entrance.

Inside, warm yellow lights softened everything.

The smell of grilled food immediately greeted him.

A waitress near the counter smiled.

"Evening, Ethan."

"Evening."

"You look tired."

"I think that's just my face."

The waitress laughed.

"Fair enough."

Ethan took his usual booth near the window.

The fact that she already knew his order should have been comforting.

Instead, it made him aware of how predictable his life had become.

Ten minutes later, a plate of food arrived.

The same meal he ordered almost every visit.

The same booth.

The same view.

The same routine.

Outside the window, people walked past carrying shopping bags and umbrellas.

A young couple laughed together while crossing the street.

An older man walked a golden retriever.

A group of college students argued cheerfully about something.

Small pieces of life.

Simple moments.

The kind of moments Ethan often observed but rarely participated in.

"Mind if I sit?"

A familiar voice interrupted his thoughts.

Ethan looked up.

Noah Finch stood beside the booth holding a coffee mug.

Tall.

Broad-shouldered.

Wearing a work jacket covered in sawdust.

Somehow Noah always looked exactly like a carpenter should.

Ethan smiled.

"Go ahead."

Noah slid into the seat across from him.

"Long day?"

"When is it not?"

Noah nodded.

"Good point."

For a moment they sat quietly.

The silence wasn't uncomfortable.

Years of friendship had made that unnecessary.

Noah took a sip of coffee.

"You still working at the warehouse?"

"For now."

"Temporary?"

"Everything is temporary."

Noah raised an eyebrow.

"That sounds depressing."

"It wasn't supposed to."

"It definitely was."

Ethan laughed despite himself.

Noah had a talent for cutting through unnecessary seriousness.

Perhaps that was why Ethan valued their friendship.

Noah looked at the untouched fries on Ethan's plate.

"You know, normal people actually eat their food."

"I'm working on it."

"You've been working on it since I met you."

"Progress takes time."

Noah shook his head.

"You're impossible."

For a while, they talked about ordinary things.

Work.

Weather.

The city's annual summer festival.

Nothing important.

Yet somehow the conversation felt easier than most interactions Ethan experienced.

Eventually Noah leaned back.

"So."

Ethan immediately recognized the tone.

"So?"

"What's going on?"

"What do you mean?"

"You've had that look lately."

"What look?"

"The one where you're physically present but mentally somewhere else."

Ethan stared at his coffee.

"Maybe I'm just tired."

"No."

Noah shook his head.

"You're thinking about your future again."

Ethan didn't answer.

That was answer enough.

Noah sighed.

"You know, not every problem needs to be solved tonight."

"I know."

"Do you?"

Ethan smiled weakly.

"Probably not."

Outside, rain finally began falling.

Small droplets tapped against the glass.

The streets shimmered beneath the streetlights.

For a moment, both men watched silently.

Then Noah spoke again.

"You compare yourself too much."

Ethan looked up.

"To who?"

"Everyone."

The answer arrived too quickly.

Which meant Noah had been thinking about it for a while.

Noah continued.

"People only show the finished version of their lives."

"What does that mean?"

"It means you see the promotion, not the years of stress before it."

"The wedding, not the arguments."

"The house, not the debt."

Ethan remained quiet.

Noah shrugged.

"Nobody knows what they're doing as much as they pretend."

"You sound very confident about that."

"Because it's true."

The rain intensified.

Water streamed down the windows.

Somewhere near the kitchen, dishes clattered.

The familiar sounds of the diner filled the space between them.

"You ever feel stuck?" Ethan asked.

Noah laughed.

"Every month."

"Seriously."

"I am serious."

Noah rested his elbows on the table.

"Ethan, everybody gets stuck."

"The difference is that some people keep moving while they're stuck."

That sentence lingered.

Ethan didn't respond immediately.

He simply let the words settle.

Some people keep moving while they're stuck.

Maybe that was the difference.

Maybe waiting to feel ready was the trap.

The conversation drifted elsewhere after that.

By the time they left the diner, the rain had softened into a light drizzle.

They stood beneath the awning outside.

"You heading home?" Noah asked.

"Eventually."

"Try sleeping before three in the morning."

"No promises."

"You need hobbies."

"I have hobbies."

"Thinking doesn't count."

Ethan laughed.

"Goodnight, Noah."

"Goodnight."

They parted ways at the corner.

Noah disappeared toward the residential district.

Ethan continued downtown.

The city looked different in the rain.

Reflections danced across wet pavement.

Traffic lights painted streaks of red and green across puddles.

A cool breeze carried the scent of water and asphalt.

Without realizing it, Ethan wandered farther than usual.

His footsteps eventually led him back toward the older section of Alder Creek.

The part of the city many people forgot existed.

Most buildings here dated back several generations.

Brick walls.

Narrow streets.

A sense of history hidden beneath layers of modernization.

Ethan liked walking here.

The area felt honest somehow.

Less polished.

More real.

As he turned a corner, something caught his attention.

Across the street stood an old structure partially hidden by trees.

Its outline emerged through the rain.

Large.

Silent.

Weathered.

Ethan slowed.

The abandoned train station.

He had passed it before.

Many times.

Yet tonight something made him stop.

The building stood at the edge of the forgotten railway.

Its windows were dark.

Its sign barely readable.

Years of neglect had left visible scars across the brick exterior.

Still, there was a strange beauty to it.

A dignity that remained despite the decay.

Ethan crossed the street.

Rain tapped softly against his jacket.

The station entrance stood closed behind rusted metal gates.

He approached anyway.

A single lantern mounted near the old entrance flickered weakly.

Probably installed years ago and forgotten.

Its dim light illuminated part of the station wall.

And that was when Ethan noticed something unusual.

Near the entrance, partially hidden behind overgrown ivy, was a small plaque.

He had never seen it before.

Perhaps he had never looked closely enough.

He brushed away some of the leaves.

The inscription beneath was faded.

Difficult to read.

But a few words remained visible.

"Every journey begins..."

The rest had been worn away by time.

Ethan stared at the incomplete sentence.

A strange feeling settled over him.

Not because the words were remarkable.

Because they felt unfinished.

Like something waiting.

The rain continued falling.

The station remained silent.

And somewhere inside that forgotten building, hidden beyond locked doors and years of dust, a discovery waited patiently for him.

A discovery that would soon change everything he thought he knew about the future.

Ethan stood in front of the abandoned station longer than he intended.

Rainwater dripped from the edge of the roof.

The old plaque remained partially covered by ivy, its unfinished message lingering in his mind.

"Every journey begins..."

The missing words bothered him more than they should have.

Perhaps because unfinished things always did.

Unfinished plans.

Unfinished dreams.

Unfinished versions of himself.

A passing car splashed through a puddle, pulling him back to reality.

He glanced at his watch.

Nearly nine o'clock.

He should have gone home already.

Instead, he found himself studying the station.

The building seemed frozen in time.

Its architecture belonged to another era, when train travel connected distant places and departure boards determined the rhythm of people's lives.

Now it stood abandoned.

Forgotten.

Yet somehow still standing.

Ethan wondered how many people had walked through those doors.

Thousands?

Tens of thousands?

Students leaving home.

Families reuniting.

Travelers chasing opportunities.

People beginning entirely new chapters of their lives.

The thought made him smile faintly.

The station had witnessed countless futures.

And now it sat empty.

Eventually, the rain grew colder.

Ethan pulled his jacket tighter and headed home.

The walk felt quieter than usual.

Not because the city was silent.

Because his thoughts were louder.

By the time he reached his apartment building, most windows around the neighborhood glowed softly against the darkness.

People settling into their evenings.

Watching television.

Eating dinner.

Talking with family.

Living lives that appeared complete from the outside.

Ethan unlocked his apartment door.

The familiar stillness greeted him.

He dropped his keys onto the counter.

The sound echoed briefly.

Then silence returned.

Sometimes he enjoyed living alone.

Other times the apartment felt larger than it really was.

Tonight was one of those nights.

He changed into comfortable clothes and heated leftover food.

The microwave hummed.

Rain tapped softly against the window.

His phone buzzed.

A message from Noah.

"Did you make it home?"

Ethan smiled.

"Yeah."

A few seconds later another message arrived.

"Good."

That was it.

No lengthy conversation.

No unnecessary questions.

Just confirmation that a friend cared enough to check.

Sometimes the smallest gestures mattered most.

Ethan placed the phone aside and sat on the sofa.

The television remained off.

Instead, he watched rain slide down the glass.

Minutes passed.

Then an hour.

Without realizing it, he found himself thinking about the station again.

The image refused to leave his mind.

The rusted gates.

The fading plaque.

The forgotten tracks.

It was strange.

He had walked past hundreds of buildings throughout his life.

Why did that one suddenly matter?

Maybe because it reminded him of himself.

A place built for movement.

A place no longer moving.

The comparison felt uncomfortable.

Yet impossible to ignore.

Near midnight, Ethan finally stood and wandered toward the bookshelf.

Most of the books belonged to different periods of his life.

Some were novels.

Others were biographies.

A few were self-improvement books purchased during bursts of motivation.

He scanned the titles.

Many remained unread.

One in particular caught his attention.

A journal.

Simple black cover.

Slightly worn.

He pulled it from the shelf.

The first page revealed his handwriting from nearly seven years earlier.

A different version of Ethan.

A more optimistic version.

He sat down.

Slowly, he began turning pages.

Goals.

Plans.

Ideas.

Dreams.

The entries felt like messages from a stranger.

"By thirty, I want to start my own business."

"Travel abroad."

"Write something meaningful."

"Become someone I'm proud of."

Ethan stared at the words.

The date beneath them made his chest tighten slightly.

Twenty-one years old.

Back then, thirty had seemed incredibly far away.

Now it sat just beyond the horizon.

Closer than he wanted to admit.

He continued reading.

The younger Ethan sounded confident.

Certain.

Hopeful.

As if the future was simply waiting for him to arrive.

What happened to that person?

The question surfaced quietly.

Not with self-pity.

Not with anger.

Just curiosity.

At what point had confidence transformed into hesitation?

At what point had possibility become doubt?

He leaned back.

The journal rested open in his lap.

Outside, rain continued falling.

The city slept.

For a long time, Ethan remained there without moving.

Thinking.

Remembering.

Questioning.

Eventually his eyes drifted toward the clock.

12:47 a.m.

Another late night.

Another morning that would arrive too quickly.

He closed the journal.

The room suddenly felt smaller.

Not physically.

Emotionally.

As though old memories occupied space alongside him.

His phone lit up again.

This time it wasn't a message.

A social media notification.

Against his better judgment, he opened it.

Several photos appeared.

Lucas Reed.

His former best friend.

Standing in front of a newly opened office building.

Smiling confidently.

Surrounded by colleagues.

The caption celebrated a successful business expansion.

Hundreds of comments followed.

Congratulations.

Well deserved.

Proud of you.

Ethan stared for several seconds.

He and Lucas had once shared similar dreams.

Similar ambitions.

Back when the future seemed limitless.

Then their paths diverged.

Lucas moved forward.

Ethan paused.

Or at least that was the story he often told himself.

The uncomfortable truth was that life was probably more complicated than that.

Still, the comparison lingered.

It always did.

He locked the screen.

The room became quiet again.

A memory surfaced unexpectedly.

He and Lucas sitting on a rooftop at eighteen years old.

Talking about everything they planned to accomplish.

Neither of them doubted the future.

Neither of them imagined how uncertain adulthood could become.

Ethan rubbed his eyes.

Enough.

The past wasn't changing tonight.

At nearly one in the morning, he finally prepared for bed.

The rain had softened.

Only a gentle drizzle remained.

He turned off the lights.

Darkness settled across the apartment.

A few moments later, he lay staring at the ceiling.

The familiar crack stretched overhead.

Exactly where it had been that morning.

Exactly where it would be tomorrow.

The same ceiling.

The same apartment.

The same routine.

Yet something felt different.

Small.

Barely noticeable.

Like the first shift in direction before a train changes tracks.

The abandoned station lingered in his thoughts.

And beneath that thought was another feeling.

Curiosity.

A rare feeling these days.

Perhaps that was why sleep took so long to arrive.

Because for the first time in months, maybe years, Ethan wasn't thinking only about where his life had gone wrong.

He was wondering what he had not yet discovered.

Somewhere in the darkness, hidden beyond tomorrow's routine, an unanswered question waited for him.

And questions, unlike regrets, had a habit of pulling people forward.

The alarm rang at 6:30 a.m.

Again.

The same sound.

The same ceiling.

The same apartment.

For a few seconds, Ethan lay still, staring upward.

Yesterday should have felt like every other day.

In many ways, it had.

Work.

Coffee.

Walking.

Thinking too much.

Yet the image of the abandoned station remained unexpectedly clear in his mind.

Most things disappeared overnight.

That hadn't.

He sat up and rubbed his eyes.

Outside, clouds still covered the sky.

The rain had stopped, but the streets below remained wet.

The city looked washed clean.

As though someone had quietly reset the world during the night.

Ethan prepared coffee.

The machine hummed.

Steam rose.

The familiar routine unfolded exactly as it always did.

Yet his attention kept drifting elsewhere.

Toward the station.

Toward the unfinished inscription.

Toward a place he had ignored for years.

"You've officially lost your mind," he muttered to himself.

The thought made him smile.

After finishing breakfast, he headed to work.

The warehouse felt identical to the day before.

Forklifts moved.

Boxes changed locations.

Employees exchanged small talk.

Hours passed.

The clock advanced with painful slowness.

Around noon, Ethan found himself checking the weather forecast.

Then a city map.

Then the location of the abandoned station.

He frowned.

Why?

He wasn't sure.

Curiosity rarely arrived with explanations.

By late afternoon, the feeling had only grown stronger.

The station waited at the edge of his thoughts throughout the day.

By the time work ended, he already knew where he was going.

The decision felt strangely natural.

As if it had been made long before he became aware of it.

The sky had begun turning silver when he arrived.

Clouds drifted overhead.

A cool wind moved through the empty railway corridor.

The abandoned station looked different in daylight.

Less mysterious.

More vulnerable.

The years showed clearly now.

Cracked brick walls.

Broken windows.

Rust along metal surfaces.

Weather stains across the stone entrance.

Yet despite everything, the building still possessed a quiet dignity.

Ethan approached the gate.

The chains remained locked.

He wasn't surprised.

Abandoned places were usually secured.

Most people would have turned around.

Ethan probably should have.

Instead, he walked along the fence.

The station grounds extended farther than he expected.

Tall grass swayed beside forgotten
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