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September 2007, Sligo, Ireland. The Atlantic gnawed at Rosses Point’s rocky shore, dawn fog curling like a widow’s veil over cliffs jagged as broken teeth. Lukas Vreeke, a Dutch wanderer name borrowed, not certain checked into the Sligo City Hotel, cash only, no passport, his gaunt frame hunched in a navy coat, wire-rimmed glasses fogged by Ireland’s damp breath. Fiftyish, perhaps sixty, his Utrecht accent clipped, he bought a stamp at the post office, mailed a letter that vanished like mist off the Garavogue River. Days dissolved into ritual: he roamed Sligo’s cobbled veins, sipping black coffee at Hargadon’s, slipping purple plastic bags shredded receipts, train tickets, his past into bins across town. CCTV caught him, deliberate, ducking alleys to shed his traces like a snake sloughing skin. Barefoot, he walked to Rosses Point at dawn on June 16, leaving loafers folded on the shingle, coat draped like a shed husk beside a tide pool. The sea swallowed him whole. Next morning, a jogger found his body, tide-lapped, eyes fixed on the horizon’s gray seam. Autopsy carved a riddle: no water in lungs, heart stopped from air gulped in spasms, as if he’d willed himself to vanish. Fingerprints matched a Munich death record from ‘92 same name, no face. No family, no note, just erasure. Sligo whispered: spy, poet, ghost. The Garda filed it cold, an open wound in their cabinets, Lukas’s shadowless life a cipher etched in salt.

The town pressed on, rain scouring the boardwalk’s weathered planks. At O’Connell’s pub, locals spun Lukas into myth a Dutch fugitive, a drifter fleeing debts no bank could name, a man who’d traded his soul for anonymity. Room 304 at the hotel stayed empty through summer, curtains drawn like a mourner’s shawl, the radiator silent as grief. The postmaster recalled his stamp, the barista his silence; no one knew him. His bags, checked at the bus station, held lint and air, as if he’d packed nothing but absence. Garda sifted bins, found scraps of German receipts, ink bled illegible by Sligo’s relentless damp. A priest at St. John’s offered a requiem for “the lost Dutchman”; pews stayed bare, candles unlit. Rosses Point’s tides kept their counsel, waves hissing over pebbles like stifled confessions, the shingle gleaming like bone under moonlight.

But Lukas didn’t drown. Not as they thought. That dawn, he waded into the Atlantic, salt stinging his bare soles, cold clawing bone-deep. Lungs burned; he exhaled, pushed through the current’s icy grip, and impossibly emerged on the bay’s far side, shivering, alive, water streaming from gray slacks, pooling on sand like liquid shadow. He turned, expecting emptiness, the sea’s vast indifference. There, on the beach, stood himself: same glasses, same hollow cheeks, same sodden coat clinging to a frame too familiar. No shadow trailed the figure, no ripple in the dawn’s frail light. Lukas’s breath snagged, chest tight as a locked
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