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    For those who have ever lost a piece of themselves, and for the ones who stayed to help them find it.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "A clock is merely a machine built to measure what we cannot hold. But a second—a second is a choice."— Henrik Vossen
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Chapter One: The Coffee Stains of Bangalore
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Nisha sat in her favorite chair by the window. Outside, the city of Bangalore was a sea of colors and sounds. The smell of jasmine from the street market mixed with the scent of roasted coffee in her kitchen. It was a beautiful Tuesday morning. She held her ceramic mug, the warmth of the tea comforting her hands. She looked at the clock on the wall. It was eight fifteen in the morning.

She had an important meeting at ten o’clock. As an architect, Nisha spent her days designing spaces where people could feel safe. Today, she was presenting her plans for a new children’s hospital. She felt nervous but excited. She took a slow sip of her tea and watched a small blue bird land on her balcony railing.

Nisha blinked.

The blue bird was gone. The sunlight coming through the window had changed. Instead of the soft, golden light of the morning, the sun was high and harsh. The shadows on the floor had shifted several feet to the left.

Nisha looked down at her hand. The tea in her mug was cold. A thin, dark film had formed on the surface. She looked at the wall clock.

It was twelve thirty in the afternoon.

Her heart began to beat very fast. She stood up so quickly that her chair scraped loudly against the wooden floor. She looked around her apartment. Everything seemed exactly the same, yet everything felt wrong. She had lost four hours.

"No," she whispered. Her voice sounded thin in the quiet room. "That is not possible."

She checked her phone. There were twelve missed calls. Seven were from her boss, Ravi. Five were from her fiancé, Aarav. She had missed the meeting. She had missed the most important presentation of her career.

Nisha walked to the kitchen counter. Her laptop was open. She did not remember opening it. She looked at the screen. There was a document open—a drawing she did not recognize. It was a complex map of lines and circles, looking more like a circuit board than a building. She felt a chill run down her spine. She had no memory of drawing this.

She went to the small security camera she kept near her front door. She had installed it months ago after a package was stolen. With shaking fingers, she pulled up the footage from the last few hours on her phone.

She saw herself.

At eight sixteen, she stood up from her chair. Her face looked blank. Her eyes were open, but they seemed to be looking at something far away. She walked to her laptop. For four hours, she sat there. Her hands moved with incredible speed across the keys and the drawing tablet. She did not drink water. She did not look at her phone when it buzzed with calls. She worked like a machine.

Then, at exactly twelve thirty, she simply stopped. She walked back to her chair, sat down, and picked up her cold mug of tea. The video showed her blinking, the exact moment her consciousness returned.

Nisha dropped her phone onto the rug. She felt as though the floor beneath her feet was turning into water. She was not sick. She did not feel tired. But she was no longer the owner of her own time.

She walked to the balcony and looked down at the street. Below, she saw a car stopped in the middle of the busy road. People were shouting. The driver was sitting perfectly still, staring at the steering wheel. A woman on the sidewalk had dropped her groceries. Oranges rolled into the gutter. The woman was looking at her hands with an expression of pure terror.

Nisha realized then that she was not alone. Something was happening to the world. Time was not just passing. It was leaking away.

She thought of Aarav. She needed to hear his voice. She needed to know he was safe. She picked up her phone and dialed his number. It rang and rang.

"Please pick up," she prayed. "Please be there."

When he finally answered, his voice was thick with tears.

"Nisha?" he gasped. "Nisha, I just lost the whole morning. I was standing in the elevator, and then I was standing on the roof of the building. I do not know how I got there."

Nisha leaned against the wall, sliding down until she sat on the floor. The fear was a cold weight in her chest.

"I lost it too, Aarav. Four hours. I was... I was doing something I don't understand."

"The news is starting to report it," Aarav said, his voice trembling. "It is happening everywhere. Tokyo, London, New York. People are just... waking up in places they don't remember going."

Nisha looked at the strange drawing on her laptop screen. The lines seemed to pulse with a hidden meaning. She felt a deep, instinctive fear that this was only the beginning. Her life, her memories, and her future were suddenly fragile.

She looked at her hands. They were her hands, but she no longer trusted them. What had they done while she was gone?

The city of Bangalore continued its roar outside, but to Nisha, it sounded like a clock ticking toward an end she could not see. She realized that she had to find out why. She had to find the missing seconds before there was nothing left of her life at all.

What happens when the world stops belonging to the people living in it?
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Chapter Two: Midnight in Oslo
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The city of Oslo was buried under a blanket of fresh, white snow. It was a silent world. Soren sat in the glass-walled security booth of the Northern Lights Data Vault. The facility was built deep into a mountainside, a place where the world’s most important information was kept safe. Outside, the wind whistled through the pine trees, but inside, there was only the low, steady hum of thousands of computer servers.

Soren was a man who loved order. He liked the way the blue lights on the server racks blinked in a perfect rhythm. He liked the quiet strength of the mountain around him. At forty-five, he had spent most of his life protecting things. First, he was a soldier, then a father, and now a guardian of digital secrets.

He looked at his watch. It was exactly midnight.

Soren picked up a small framed photograph on his desk. It was a picture of his daughter, Maja. She was ten years old, with bright eyes and a gap between her front teeth. She was the reason he worked the night shift. The pay was better, and it meant he could be home to walk her to school in the morning. He touched the glass of the photo with his thumb, a small gesture of love.

"Just six more hours, Maja," he whispered to the empty room.

He turned his attention back to the wall of monitors. Each screen showed a different part of the facility—the long hallways, the heavy steel doors, and the cooling fans that never stopped spinning. Everything was peaceful.

Soren reached for his thermos to pour a cup of hot coffee. He felt the weight of the metal bottle in his hand. He began to unscrew the lid.

He felt a sudden, sharp coldness in his chest. It was not the cold of the Norwegian winter. It was the cold of a deep, dark empty space.

When he opened his eyes, the thermos was no longer in his hand. It was lying on the floor, the coffee spilled across the white tiles like a dark, spreading ink. Soren felt a strange ache in his fingers. He looked at his watch.

It was three fifteen in the morning.

"No," Soren said. He stood up, his legs feeling heavy and weak. "No, no, no."

He looked at the floor. The coffee was dry. It had been sitting there for a long time. He felt a sense of dread that made his skin crawl. He was a man of discipline. He never fell asleep on duty. He never lost track of time.

Soren rushed to the main console. His heart was hammering against his ribs like a trapped bird. He needed to see what had happened during those three missing hours. He entered his administrative code, his fingers trembling so much he had to try three times before the system accepted it.

He pulled up the recording for the security booth.

He watched the screen with wide, terrified eyes. At exactly midnight, the video showed him standing up. But he did not look like himself. His movements were stiff, like a puppet being pulled by invisible strings. He did not look at the spilled coffee. He did not look at the photo of Maja.

On the screen, Soren walked to the primary server terminal. This was the heart of the facility. Only three people in the world had the codes to access it. Soren was one of them.

He saw himself typing. He was entering a long series of commands. He was opening a "backdoor" into the system—a secret path that bypassed all the security he was paid to protect. He watched as his own hands invited something into the vault. He was uploading a massive file to a destination he could not see.

Then, the video showed him walking to the main cooling vent. He reached inside his jacket and pulled out a small, silver device. He attached it to the wall of the vent. It looked like a tiny mechanical spider. Once it was in place, a small red light began to pulse on the device.

Soren watched himself walk back to his chair. He sat down and waited. At three fifteen, his body suddenly relaxed. His head jerked, and he looked around the room. That was the moment he had "woken up."

Soren felt sick. He leaned over the trash can and breathed deeply. He was a guardian who had just betrayed his post. But he had not chosen to do it.

"What are they doing to us?" he whispered.

He thought of Maja. Was she safe? Was she currently walking through her bedroom like a ghost, doing things she would never remember? The thought of his daughter being controlled by this invisible force made his blood run cold.

He reached for the telephone to call home, but then he stopped. If he was being watched through the cameras, they would know he was aware. If he tried to call for help, would they take more time from him? Would they make him do something even worse?

Soren looked back at the screen. He rewound the footage. He zoomed in on his own eyes during the missing hours. They were not blank. There was a faint, shimmering gold light in his pupils. It looked like a reflection of a circuit, a tiny map of light.

He realized then that this was not a medical problem. This was not a disease or a mass hallucination. This was an invasion of the human mind.

He looked at the silver device he had placed in the vent. He knew he should remove it. He should sound the alarm. He should call the police. But who could he trust? The police might be losing time too. The person on the other end of the phone might be a puppet in that very moment.

Soren looked at the photo of Maja again. He realized that the world he knew—the world of order and safety—was gone. The mountain was no longer a fortress. It was a cage.

He felt a deep, overwhelming need to protect his daughter. If time was leaking, he had to find a way to plug the hole. He had to find out who was holding the strings.

Suddenly, the lights in the security booth flickered. The hum of the servers changed pitch, becoming a low, vibrating growl that he could feel in his teeth. On the monitor, he saw the silver device on the vent begin to glow.

A message appeared on his main screen. It was not a computer error. It was a single line of text in plain, simple English:

THANK YOU FOR YOUR SERVICE, SOREN. GO HOME TO MAJA.

Soren stared at the screen. They knew his name. They knew about his daughter. They were watching him right now, and they were letting him know that he was not in control.

He grabbed his jacket and the photo of Maja. He didn't care about the spilled coffee or the security protocols. He ran out of the booth, his boots echoing loudly in the empty, cold hallways. He had to get to her. He had to get to Maja before the next leak happened.

As he drove his car down the winding mountain road, he saw other cars stopped in the snow. Drivers were standing outside their vehicles, looking at their watches with faces full of confusion and grief. The world was waking up to a reality where their own bodies were no longer their own.

Soren gripped the steering wheel. He felt a strange sensation in the back of his head, like a tiny needle pricking his skin. He looked at the clock on the dashboard.

It was three forty-five.

"Please," he begged the empty air. "Not yet. Not again."

He pushed the gas pedal down, racing against a clock that was no longer his friend. He needed to reach his daughter before he disappeared again. He needed to know if the girl he loved was still there, or if she, too, was becoming a stranger in her own life.

The snow continued to fall, covering the tracks of everyone who had moved without knowing why. The mystery was growing, and the silence of Oslo was now the silence of a hidden war.
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Chapter Three: Voices of Sao Paulo
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The sun was beginning to set over Sao Paulo, painting the sky in deep shades of orange and violet. Beatriz sat on her small balcony, the wood of her cello resting against her chest. She lived in a busy neighborhood where the sound of traffic and distant music was the constant heartbeat of the city. Usually, she loved the noise. It made her feel like she was part of something big and alive.

Beatriz was a professional musician. She played for the city orchestra, and her life was defined by the rhythm of the metronome. To her, time was not just hours and minutes. Time was a series of notes, a steady pulse that she could feel in her fingertips. She was preparing for a solo concert, practicing a piece by a Brazilian composer that required perfect timing.

She drew her bow across the strings. The deep, rich sound filled the small space. She closed her eyes, focusing on the vibration of the wood.

One, two, three, four. One, two, three, four.

She was halfway through the second movement. She felt the music flowing through her, a bridge between her soul and the world. She reached a difficult section where the notes moved faster and faster, like a river racing toward a waterfall.

Beatriz opened her eyes.

The sun was gone. The sky was a bruised, dark indigo. The streetlights below were flickering on, casting long, shaky shadows across her balcony. The air, which had been warm and humid, was now cool with the evening breeze.

She looked at her music stand. Her sheet music had been moved. Instead of the elegant notes of the cello concerto, there was a stack of loose papers. They were covered in handwriting she did not recognize—her own handwriting, but jagged and rushed.

She looked at her phone. It was nine fifteen at night.

"I... I was just playing," she whispered. Her voice was scratchy, as if she had not spoken for hours.

She felt a strange soreness in her throat. She touched her neck and felt a small, sticky patch of skin. She walked to the mirror in her hallway and turned on the light. There was a tiny red mark on her neck, right behind her ear. It looked like a small bruise, or perhaps the site of an injection.

Beatriz felt a wave of nausea. She looked back at the papers on her music stand. She picked them up and began to read. They were not musical notes. They were lists of names—hundreds of them. Next to each name was a series of numbers that looked like coordinates.

Her hands began to shake. She found her own name on the third page. Next to it were the coordinates for the concert hall where she performed. Below her name was the name of her younger brother, Thiago.

"Thiago," she gasped.

She ran to his bedroom door and knocked loudly. "Thiago? Are you awake? Please, open the door."

There was no
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