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For my dear friend Anna,

for always supporting me
and encouraging me in everything I do.
And for all lovers of thrillers.

Three days before he disappeared,

Ethan Vale asked me a question.

“What would happen,” he said,

“if someone removed himself from the system?”

At the time, I thought he meant suicide.

I was wrong.

Ethan Vale didn’t want to die.

He wanted to see what people would do

once he was gone.

Three days later,

He vanished without a trace.

And now the system he built

is watching me
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PROLOGUE 
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Patients test language before they test truth. They do it without meaning to, most of the time. They watch your face as they speak, tracking micro-reactions the way a person checks a lock twice when they’re not sure they turned the key. They measure the air between your words and theirs, listening for instability, looking for the moment you become human instead of professional.

Ethan did none of that.

When he said, “What if I just disappeared?”, there was no tremor in his voice, no theatrical pause, no upward inflection meant to invite reassurance. It wasn’t a confession dressed up as a question. It was an experiment offered in plain language.

I remember the exact posture he held when he said it. He sat upright, but not rigid, hands loosely clasped, shoulders relaxed as if we were discussing a change in work schedule rather than an existential proposition. His gaze didn’t waver. His breathing didn’t change. There was no fracture between what he said and how he inhabited his body.

That was the first deviation from the pattern I’d learned to trust.

Most patients who articulate self-destructive thoughts reveal something involuntary even when they believe they’re concealing it: a tightening at the mouth, a shift in weight, the brief flicker of internal conflict as the instinct to survive fights with whatever pain they’re trying to escape. The body almost always argues with the words.

Ethan’s body didn’t argue at all.

He watched me with an expression that suggested calculation rather than despair. Not coldness, exactly. More like curiosity—controlled and deliberate, as if he were waiting to see which diagnostic frame I would reach for first.

I didn’t respond immediately. Not because I was stunned, but because I was already running my internal assessment: intent, means, immediacy. Risk is never determined by the sentence alone. It’s measured through alignment—how closely the language matches the urgency, the affect, the access. People who are on the edge tend to leak the edge through small inconsistencies. Ethan leaked nothing.

“What do you mean by disappeared?” I asked, keeping my voice even.

He didn’t look away. “Gone,” he said simply. “No trace. No confirmation. Just absence.”

The clinical part of my mind noted the clarity. He wasn’t fantasising vaguely. He had defined the parameters.

“And why would you want that?” I asked.

Ethan’s lips moved into something that could have been a smile if it reached his eyes. It didn’t. “Want is the wrong word,” he said. “I’m interested.”

“Interested in what?”

“In what happens afterward.”

I held his gaze. “To you?”

“To the people around me,” he corrected. “To the system.”

I made a small note on the pad in my lap and kept my face neutral. Patients sometimes drift into abstraction when they’re avoiding something concrete. Philosophy can be a smoke screen. But Ethan didn’t feel like smoke. He felt like someone reciting steps.

“You’re describing curiosity,” I said.

“No,” he replied, and the firmness of it made the word land. “I’m describing pressure.”

“Pressure on whom?”

“The observer,” he said.

I paused long enough to ensure I wasn’t feeding the frame he wanted. “You mean your family? Friends?”

Ethan’s gaze stayed steady. “You,” he said.

The word should have provoked a defensive reaction. It didn’t. It made my concentration sharpen.

“Why me?” I asked.

“Because you define people by frameworks,” he said. “You decide what counts as risk, what counts as manipulation, what counts as progress. You think you’re observing from outside.”

“And you think I’m not?”

“I think you believe the frame belongs to you.”

His cadence was calm. His tone remained almost conversational. But the content wasn’t casual. He was placing me into his narrative without raising his voice, as if it were already agreed.

I adjusted my posture slightly—not enough to appear reactive, but enough to settle myself into baseline. Baseline matters. If I felt unsettled, I needed to know whether the feeling belonged to him or to me.

“Let’s go back,” I said. “When you imagine disappearing, are you imagining harming yourself?”

Ethan shook his head once. “No.”

“Are you imagining leaving the country?”

“I’m imagining removal,” he said. “Not escape.”

“That sounds like wordplay.”

“It’s not,” he replied. “Escape implies running. Removal implies design.”

Design. There it was again, threaded into the conversation like a quiet anchor he kept returning to.

I didn’t challenge the word. I asked a simpler question. “Do you have a plan?”

Ethan’s eyes narrowed by a fraction, almost amused. “If I did,” he said, “would you try to stop me?”

“If you were at risk, yes.”

“And if I wasn’t?” he asked. “If I was simply changing the variables?”

His tone held no pleading. No fear. If anything, he seemed to be testing whether I’d accept his premise.

“That isn’t how life works,” I said. “You can’t treat people like variables without consequence.”

Ethan leaned back slightly. “Consequence is part of the point.”

In the silence that followed, I noticed something else: he wasn’t asking for help. Not in the ordinary sense. He wasn’t reaching. He wasn’t collapsing. He wasn’t trying to transfer responsibility onto me. He was presenting an idea and watching how I would categorise it.

Patients test language before they test truth. Ethan was testing the architecture of my language itself.

“If you’re trying to prove something,” I said carefully, “you should ask yourself what you believe disappearing would resolve.”

Ethan’s gaze sharpened at that. “Resolve,” he repeated, as if he liked the word.

I continued, keeping the tone steady. “Disappearing doesn’t erase pain. It doesn’t undo history. It doesn’t rewrite what you already believe about yourself. It only relocates the burden.”

He watched me with that same composed attention, as if he were taking notes.

“You think burden relocates,” he said.

“It does,” I replied. “It relocates to whoever remains.”

Ethan’s mouth moved again, that faint almost-smile. “Exactly.”

The word landed like a click.

I felt the small internal shift of recognising a pattern too late. He wasn’t here because he wanted relief. He was here because he wanted confirmation that my frame would hold, that my responses would follow predictable professional tracks.

“And what do you want to happen to whoever remains?” I asked.

Ethan’s eyes moved, briefly, to the window. London’s late afternoon sat in the glass: muted sky, distant traffic, a smear of movement beyond the building. Then he looked back at me.

“I want them to look,” he said. “Properly.”

“Look for you?”

“Look at themselves,” he corrected. “They’ll reconstruct. They’ll search for meaning. They’ll tell stories. They’ll reveal what they’re made of.”

“Or they’ll panic,” I said.

He shrugged, barely. “Panic is data.”

I let the sentence sit, then said, “You’re talking about people you care about.”

Ethan’s expression didn’t change. “Care is also a framework,” he said. “It’s a way of controlling what’s allowed.”

I didn’t respond to that directly. I asked instead, “Have you felt like you don’t want to live?”

“No,” he said again, immediate. “I’ve felt like I don’t want to be contained.”

Contained. Another word he repeated in different forms, always circling back to the same conceptual centre.

I glanced, briefly, at the clock. We were nearing the end of the session. The room felt the way it always does when something unresolved sits on the table and time insists on moving forward anyway.

“I’m going to ask you something very direct,” I said. “Are you safe right now?”

“Yes,” Ethan replied.

“Will you be safe when you leave here?”

“Yes.”

“Will you do anything in the next seventy-two hours to disappear?”

Ethan held my gaze for a beat. “No,” he said, and his voice remained steady.

I believed he believed it. Which is not the same as believing it was true.

Still, I had to work with criteria, not intuition. Intent, means, immediacy. He presented no agitation. No plan disclosed. No emotional volatility suggestive of imminent harm. His language was structured, almost rehearsed, but not urgent.

That was the trap, of course. But traps don’t appear in notes. Only what you can justify does.

When the session ended, Ethan stood calmly, thanked me in a tone that sounded almost polite, and left the office without looking back.

After he was gone, I remained seated for several minutes, staring at the closed door as if it might offer an explanation. It didn’t. The room returned to its normal quiet: the hum of the building, the distant traffic, the steady, ordinary world that continues regardless of what is said inside a therapist’s office.

I completed the note.

I chose my language carefully, as I always do, because language is evidence long after memory becomes unreliable.

Patient displays manipulative ideation but no immediate suicidal intent.

Manipulative implied strategy. It implied awareness. It implied he was using the thought rather than suffering under it. It was an attempt to place him into a category that made my responsibility manageable.

I closed the file without hesitation.

Three days later, Ethan Vale was gone.

Not hospitalised. Not dead. Not found. Gone in a way that felt precise and deliberate, as if absence itself had been engineered.

There was no body. No confirmed sighting. No clean financial trail to tell the police whether he’d fled or planned. His bank account showed nothing dramatic. No sudden withdrawals. No flights booked in his name. No CCTV capture that solved the puzzle. Only small fragments that refused to align into a comforting narrative.

The kind of absence that makes people start inventing certainty because uncertainty is intolerable.

The clinic called me first, because of course they did. Protocol. Duty of care. Risk assessment review. The voice on the phone was careful, but careful doesn’t hide the same questions repeating in different forms: Did he say anything? Did he hint? Did you miss something?

I answered with the facts. He had verbalised disappearance. He had denied suicidal intent. He had presented no immediate risk markers.

All true. All inadequate.

When the police arrived later that week, they asked the same questions with different faces. Their tone was polite, but their attention was sharp. They weren’t hunting for a sympathetic answer. They were hunting for failure.

I gave them my notes.

I watched one officer read the line I’d written—manipulative ideation—and pause for half a second. Not long, just long enough that my stomach tightened slightly.

The officer looked up. “Manipulative,” he repeated.

“It was the most accurate descriptor,” I said.

He nodded slowly, as if storing the word for later use. “And you didn’t consider him a suicide risk.”

“Not imminent,” I corrected.

The correction sounded clinical. It sounded precise. It sounded like distance. But precision is what I had. Precision and a file that ended with a disappearance rather than a conclusion.

Days passed. Then a week. Then two. The case remained open. Ethan remained absent. The clinic did what institutions do when something destabilises their image: they tightened procedures and sent careful emails about safeguarding and documentation.

Meanwhile, I replayed the session repeatedly, not as rumination but as analysis. Tone. Posture. Sequence. The exact order of questions and answers. I ran the scene through my mind as if it were footage I could pause and zoom in on.

I had evaluated risk according to established criteria. I had found no evidence of imminent danger.

And yet the outcome was a blank space where a person should have been.

On the tenth day after he vanished, I woke before my alarm, the kind of early wakefulness that feels less like restlessness and more like a body noticing something before the mind catches up. I lay still for a minute, listening to my flat: the radiators, the distant city sound, the familiar baseline that usually steadied me.

Then my phone buzzed.

Unknown number.

I stared at it for a moment. It stopped. Then buzzed again.

I answered on the second ring.

There was silence at first. Not dead-air silence. Live silence, the kind that means someone is on the line and choosing not to speak yet.

“Dr. Ellison,” a voice said eventually. Male. Calm. Not disguised, but controlled.

“Yes,” I replied, keeping my voice level.

“You wrote a word,” the voice said.

I didn’t move. “Who is this?”

“You wrote a word that was convenient,” he continued, ignoring the question. “Manipulative.”

My throat tightened slightly.

“Who are you?” I repeated.

A faint pause, as if the speaker was smiling without letting it reach his voice. “Do you still believe the frame belongs to you?” he asked.

“I’m ending this call.”

“Go ahead,” he said. “But the call isn’t the point.”

My hand hovered over the screen, then stopped. A part of my brain, the part trained to understand human behaviour, recognised the hook: if I ended the call, I would spend hours reconstructing what I’d missed. If I stayed, I would be participating in whatever he’d designed.

“Where is Ethan?” I asked.

Silence.

Then, softly, “Three days,” the voice said.

“What does that mean?”

“You counted,” he replied. “You marked the interval. You followed the structure.”

My pulse shifted, measurable and involuntary. I hated that he could do that with so few words.

“This is harassment,” I said.

“No,” the voice replied. “This is completion.”

“Completion of what?”

“You’ll know when you stop pretending you’re not inside it,” he said.

The line went dead.

I remained frozen for several seconds, phone pressed to my ear, listening to nothing. When I lowered it, my palm was damp.

The world outside my flat continued as normal. Cars, footsteps, a distant siren. Nothing had changed in the city. But something had changed in me: the certainty that Ethan’s absence was random.

It wasn’t random.

It was shaped.

And the most unsettling part was the realisation that the shape had begun in my office, with a question delivered too calmly to be a plea.

“What if I just disappeared?”

Certainty, I have learned, is often indistinguishable from control.

And control is rarely as stable as it appears.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 1
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Certainty rarely collapses in a dramatic moment. It doesn’t shatter the way glass does. Most of the time it relocates quietly, shifting position until you realise that the place where you thought it lived is empty.

By the time I began searching property listings outside London, I told myself I was solving a practical problem.

Distance helps after a professional investigation. Space allows the noise around an incident to settle. That was the explanation I repeated whenever the thought felt too deliberate.

The clinic had called it a review, which was a careful word designed to avoid the harsher ones. Inquiry. Liability. Misjudgment.

Technically, no one had accused me of making a mistake.

But Ethan Vale was still missing.

And the last professional conversation he had before disappearing had taken place in my office.

The board sent the email three days after the police interviewed me.

Temporary leave recommended while internal procedures are assessed.

I read the message twice before closing the laptop. Not because I didn’t understand it, but because I understood it too well.

Institutions rarely punish openly. They create distance first.

Distance looks responsible.

Distance also removes you from the centre of the story.

For several days I stayed in my flat, answering emails I knew would eventually stop arriving. Friends sent messages that sounded supportive but carried the careful tone people use when they’re not sure how close they should stand to someone connected to an investigation.

No one said the obvious thing aloud.

If a patient disappears after telling their therapist they might disappear, the therapist becomes part of the narrative whether they deserve to or not.

I told myself leaving London would be temporary.

A few weeks somewhere quiet. Enough time for the case to resolve, or at least for the attention around it to move on to something else.

That was how the search began.

Late at night, scrolling through rental listings with the detached focus I normally reserved for research papers. Coastal towns. Rural properties. Places where no one would immediately connect my name to a missing person report.

Stonebridge appeared on the third night.

The listing itself was unremarkable. A modest stone house on the edge of a village along the south coast, recently vacated, available for short-term lease. The photographs showed thick stone walls darkened by years of weather, narrow windows reflecting a pale grey sky, and a strip of land stretching behind the house toward what looked like distant cliffs.

Nothing about it promised comfort.

If anything, the house looked preserved rather than cared for.

The description mentioned the name only once.

Vale House.

I noticed it immediately.

The coincidence should have been enough to make me close the page. Ethan’s surname had already begun appearing in news articles and online forums discussing the disappearance. Seeing it attached to a property listing should have triggered caution.

Instead I read the listing again.

Vale is not a rare name. Entire valleys are called that across Britain. The connection could easily be accidental.

That was the explanation I allowed myself.

An hour later I emailed the agent.

The drive from London to Stonebridge took just over five hours.

Motorway first, then smaller A-roads where traffic thinned and the landscape gradually flattened into fields bordered by hedgerows stripped bare by late autumn. The further south I drove, the quieter the world seemed to become.

Silence behaves differently outside cities.

In London, silence is an illusion created by distance. You can still hear the city breathing underneath it—traffic, voices, the constant mechanical movement of thousands of people.

Here the quiet felt denser.

I noticed it the moment I left the main road and followed a narrow lane toward the coast.

My hands stayed steady on the steering wheel, but my body was aware of something else: the subtle tightening in my chest that had appeared several times since Ethan disappeared.

Not panic.

Recognition.

The same feeling that arrives when you realise you’ve stepped into a situation you don’t fully understand.

Stonebridge revealed itself slowly.

A small grocery shop with faded lettering above the window. A pub on the corner where warm light spilled through the glass. A scattering of cottages built close enough together that they seemed to lean inward against the wind.

It wasn’t picturesque in the way tourist brochures prefer.

It looked functional.

Old enough that the buildings had stopped trying to appear new.

As I drove through the centre of the village, several people glanced up from whatever they were doing. The attention wasn’t hostile, but it wasn’t welcoming either. It was evaluative.

In cities, strangers are background noise.

In places like Stonebridge, strangers are events.

I followed the narrow road until the houses thinned and the landscape opened into rough grassland stretching toward the distant coastline.

The house stood alone at the end of the lane.

In the photographs it had looked almost charming.

In person it felt different.

The stone walls were darker than the listing suggested, streaked with years of rain and salt air. Ivy climbed one side of the building in narrow, deliberate lines. The windows reflected the sky in a way that made it impossible to see inside.

I remained in the car for a moment after turning off the engine.

The silence settled around the vehicle immediately.

It wasn’t empty silence.

It was the kind that feels like something is listening.

Eventually I opened the door and stepped out.

Cold air carried the faint smell of the sea.

The gravel beneath my shoes shifted slightly as I walked toward the gate. A rusted metal mailbox stood beside it, attached to a narrow post that leaned slightly toward the road.

A tarnished nameplate was screwed into the wood.

VALE

I felt the small internal shift that accompanies recognition arriving before explanation.

Coincidence, I told myself.

Coincidence happens more often than people admit.

Still, I pulled out my phone and opened the lease confirmation email from the agent.

Owner: L. Vale

The name sat on the screen with quiet certainty.

Leonard Vale.

Ethan had never mentioned his father by name during our sessions. He had spoken about family only in abstract terms, usually when discussing how people behave inside systems.

But the surname remained the same.

My first instinct was to search it immediately—to confirm whether the connection existed or whether the similarity was nothing more than coincidence amplified by recent events.

Instead I locked the phone and placed it back in my pocket.

Information has a way of reshaping decisions you’ve already made.

At that moment I preferred the possibility that this was accidental.

The key turned in the lock with a soft metallic click.

Inside, the house smelled faintly of aged wood and something damp that had settled into the walls over years of coastal weather. The hallway was narrow, leading into a sitting room furnished with the kind of careful simplicity that suggested the furniture had been placed once and rarely moved.

A sofa sat against the far wall. A small table stood in the centre of the room. A wooden chair angled toward the window that overlooked the fields behind the house.

The arrangement felt deliberate.

Empty houses usually carry a certain disorder: dust patterns, displaced objects, the subtle asymmetry created by absence.

This place looked paused.

As if whoever left expected the house to be used again soon.

I set my suitcase beside the door and walked slowly through the room.

The chair near the window caught my attention.

It was positioned at a precise angle facing the horizon, not directly toward the sea but toward the stretch of land where the ground dropped into cliffs several hundred metres away.

Someone had placed it there intentionally.

People don’t arrange chairs toward landscapes they don’t intend to watch.

I stepped closer to the window.

From here the village was mostly hidden behind a line of hedgerows and low stone walls. The only visible structure was the narrow road I had driven in on, curving away through the fields before disappearing behind a cluster of trees.

Isolation had clearly been part of the property’s appeal.

Or its purpose.

The thought arrived without invitation.

I dismissed it immediately.

The house was simply a house. An old coastal property owned by someone whose surname happened to match the missing patient whose case had temporarily disrupted my career.

Coincidences cluster sometimes.

That was all.

Still, as I stood there looking out across the empty fields, I felt the same faint tightening in my chest that had appeared earlier on the road.

Not fear.

Recognition.

The feeling you get when something about a situation is slightly too symmetrical.

I turned away from the window and walked toward the staircase leading to the upper floor.

Halfway up the steps I paused.

The quiet above me had changed.

Not a sound exactly.

More like the subtle shift in atmosphere that occurs when a building acknowledges a new presence.

Old houses settle all the time. Wood contracts. Air pressure changes.

I knew the explanations.

Still, I stood there longer than necessary, listening.

Nothing followed.

Eventually I continued up the stairs.

The bedroom overlooked the same stretch of land behind the house. From here the cliffs were visible in the distance, a thin dark line separating the grey sea from the darker grey sky.

I placed my suitcase on the bed and began unpacking only the essentials.

Clothes first. Laptop. A few books.

Routine matters when entering unfamiliar environments.

Order creates baseline.

And baseline makes deviation easier to detect.

That evening, as darkness settled over Stonebridge and the sea wind pressed softly against the windows, I lay awake staring at the narrow seam of the bedroom door.

The house remained silent.

Too silent.

The kind of silence that feels intentional rather than empty.

Somewhere beyond the fields, waves moved against the cliffs with a distant, rhythmic sound that reached the house only as a faint vibration in the air.

I closed my eyes.

But sleep did not arrive easily.

Because the thought that had followed me all the way from London had finally stopped pretending to be coincidence.

If anonymity had been my goal, I could have chosen any inland town in the country.

Instead I had chosen a village connected—however indirectly—to the one absence that refused to resolve.

Whether that decision had been conscious or not no longer mattered.

What mattered was the geometry of the situation.

I had placed myself near an edge.

And edges have a way of revealing what lies beneath the surface of certainty.
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The first night in a new house is rarely restful. Even when a building is quiet, the body remains aware that the environment has changed. Different acoustics, unfamiliar shadows, the subtle awareness that the walls around you hold a history you do not yet understand. Most people adjust quickly. The brain accepts the new baseline and sleep follows.

That adjustment did not happen in Vale House.

I woke suddenly, though I could not immediately identify what had caused it. The darkness in the room felt thicker than it had earlier in the evening, the kind of dense rural darkness that replaces the diluted glow of city nights. For several seconds I remained perfectly still, listening to the silence the way patients sometimes listen to their own breathing when they believe something is wrong with it.

Nothing moved.

The bedroom window showed only a faint suggestion of the fields beyond the house, a smudge of grey against deeper shadow. The wind that had pressed against the glass earlier had died completely. Even the distant sound of waves from the cliffs seemed to have receded.

My body, however, had already entered alertness before my mind located a reason.

I turned my head toward the bedside table and reached for my phone. The movement felt louder than it should have, the mattress shifting slightly beneath my weight as I pushed myself upright.

The screen illuminated the room with a soft blue glow.

2:17 a.m.

For a moment the number seemed detached from context, just a time like any other. Then memory settled into place with uncomfortable precision.

Three days.

That was what the voice on the phone had said.

Three days after Ethan disappeared.

Three days after the session in which he had asked what would happen if someone removed themselves from the frame.

I set the phone back down slowly and rubbed my eyes, telling myself the association was coincidence amplified by exhaustion. The brain is efficient at constructing patterns when given even the smallest suggestion. That ability had built entire fields of study, but it had also built countless superstitions.

Still, something had woken me.

I remained seated on the edge of the bed and listened again.

The silence continued for nearly a minute before I heard it: a faint sound from somewhere below.

It was not the distinct impact of a footstep, nor the sharp creak that sometimes travels through old timber structures. It was softer than that, more like a gradual compression of wood adjusting under redistributed weight.

The house settling, perhaps.

Old buildings often make noises after midnight as temperatures shift and the materials expand or contract. I had explained this exact phenomenon to more than one patient who believed they were hearing footsteps in empty rooms.

Knowing the explanation did not completely erase the unease.

I swung my legs off the bed and stood. The floorboards felt cool beneath my feet, though not uncomfortably so. I avoided turning on the overhead light, partly out of habit and partly because bright light can distort perception in unfamiliar spaces.

Instead I moved toward the door and opened it slowly.

The hallway outside remained dark, illuminated only by the faint reflection of moonlight drifting in through a window at the far end of the corridor. The staircase descended directly opposite the bedroom door, disappearing into a deeper pocket of shadow where the sitting room began.

I stood there for several seconds, listening for the sound again.

Nothing followed.

My pulse had accelerated slightly, though not dramatically. The reaction irritated me more than it concerned me. Fear without clear stimulus often reveals more about expectation than danger.

Eventually I began descending the stairs.

The steps responded with quiet compliance beneath my weight. Each board produced the soft, predictable creak common to old houses, the kind of sound that feels almost conversational after you hear it several times. By the time I reached the bottom of the staircase, the earlier noise from the sitting room had not repeated.

The room itself appeared almost exactly as I had left it.

Moonlight from the front window cast a pale rectangle across the rug, illuminating the sofa and the small wooden table positioned in the centre of the room. The chair near the window remained where I had noticed it earlier in the evening, angled toward the horizon beyond the fields.

I exhaled slowly, allowing the tension in my shoulders to release.

It was entirely possible that I had woken because of a dream I could no longer remember. The brain often reacts to internal stimuli as though they originate from the environment. That confusion becomes more likely in unfamiliar settings.

Still, I walked further into the room.

The air felt cooler downstairs, carrying the faint smell of salt and damp stone that had lingered in the hallway earlier. I paused near the table and looked toward the window.

From this angle the cliffs were invisible, but the distant horizon suggested their presence in the darkness beyond the fields. For a moment I considered making tea simply to give myself a reason to remain awake long enough for the body to settle again.

Instead I turned back toward the staircase.

That was when I noticed the chair.

It had moved.

The change was subtle enough that I initially doubted the observation. When I had stood in the room earlier that evening, the chair had faced the window almost directly, positioned in a way that suggested someone might sit there to watch the distant coastline.

Now it faced slightly toward the centre of the room.

The angle difference could not have been more than ten or fifteen degrees, but the shift redirected the chair’s line of sight away from the fields and toward the staircase where I stood.

I approached it slowly.

The legs rested firmly on the rug. No visible drag marks interrupted the dust pattern on the floorboards nearby. The chair itself was heavy enough that a strong draft could not have repositioned it, and the windows were closed.

I placed my hand lightly against the backrest.

The wood felt cool, perfectly ordinary.

Memory, however, can be unreliable in unfamiliar environments. The brain fills in spatial details quickly, sometimes incorrectly, especially when fatigue is involved. It was entirely possible that I had misremembered the exact orientation of the chair earlier.

Still, the shift in angle continued to bother me.

Without thinking too much about it, I rotated the chair back toward the window until it matched the alignment I believed I had seen earlier. The movement was smooth and quiet, the rug absorbing most of the sound.

When I stepped back, the room appeared balanced again.

Satisfied with the correction, I walked back toward the staircase and returned to the bedroom.

Sleep eventually arrived, though not easily.

When morning light entered through the curtains several hours later, the events of the night felt distant enough that they might have been exaggerated by darkness and unfamiliarity. I dressed, went downstairs, and prepared coffee in the small kitchen adjoining the sitting room.

The house felt less oppressive in daylight.

Sunlight filtered through the window beside the chair, illuminating dust motes drifting slowly through the air. The fields beyond the house appeared calm and empty, their muted colours blending into the pale horizon where the sea waited beyond the cliffs.

I carried the mug into the sitting room and stopped.

The chair had turned again.

Not dramatically. Just enough to face slightly inward toward the centre of the room rather than toward the window.

The exact same shift I had corrected during the night.

For several seconds I remained motionless, the coffee cooling slowly in my hand.

It was possible that I had adjusted the chair incorrectly earlier. It was possible that my memory of the original angle had been wrong.

But another thought had already begun forming beneath those explanations.

If someone had entered the house while I slept, they would have needed a key.

Or access.

The front door was still locked.

I walked toward it immediately and tested the handle. The deadbolt remained engaged exactly as I had left it before going to bed.

The windows were also closed.

I returned to the centre of the room and examined the chair again.

This time I did not move it.

Instead I looked around the rest of the house, scanning for any sign that something else had shifted during the night. The table appeared unchanged. The sofa cushions remained exactly where I remembered them. Even the suitcase I had placed near the door the previous evening had not moved.

Everything looked normal.

Except the chair.

I set the mug down carefully on the table and stepped closer to the window.

The fields stretched outward in the same quiet emptiness as before, but now that I was actively looking for movement, the landscape felt different. Less peaceful. More like a stage waiting for something to enter.

That was when I noticed something else.

A faint
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