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"The system does not want to harm you.

It wants to optimize you.

The distinction matters less than you think."

— Horizon Dynamics Internal Memo, Q3 Review

PARTICIPANT DISCLOSURE SUMMARY

Horizon Dynamics / CASE Trial 004 / Pre-Enrollment Briefing

PARTICIPANTS WILL UNDERGO a voluntary consciousness-adjacent substrate trial lasting 96 hours (subjective). The CASE environment is a fully rendered therapeutic simulation designed to facilitate emotional processing, trauma resolution, and cognitive reintegration. All neural data collected during the trial period is encrypted and proprietary to Horizon Dynamics.

Participants were selected for histories involving unresolved psychological stressors. The trial protocol is non-invasive. Participants will have no memory of the enrollment procedure.

Risks: None disclosed.

PARTICIPANTS:

MALLORY, Ezekiel — Systems analyst, 27. Enrolled for acute anxiety, social avoidance.

CHEN, Nyra — Visual artist, 25. Enrolled for complicated grief, creative block.

DENN, Kairo — Content creator, 23. Enrolled for dissociative episodes, identity disturbance.

PARK, Eden — Artist, 31. Enrolled for institutional trauma, sensory integration disorder.

EVANS, Reeve — Legal analyst, 29. Enrolled for occupational burnout, perfectionism.

Trial Supervisor: Dr. Eliza Voss, MD / Principal Investigator

Authorization: Case 004 / Timestamp: [REDACTED]

STATUS: INTEGRATION PENDING
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Chapter 1
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Boot Sequence

The rain was wrong.

Each drop fell in a perfect vertical, struck the asphalt, detonated into an identical crown of splash. Same diameter. Same height. Same decay rate. Zeke Mallory counted three cycles from a bus bench he didn't remember choosing, wearing clothes he couldn't recall putting on.

The street stretched both directions without a curve — storefronts lining the sidewalk like half-loaded thumbnails: QUIK-SERV, BEST VALU, OPEN/CLOS D. His phone showed nothing. A rectangle of warm glass performing the shape of a device without the substance. His driver's license listed his home address as 127.0.0.1. Localhost.

"Hostile UX," he said. "No support ticket system."

Three blocks east: a three-tone chime. Bright, corporate, extinct. It played once and the geometric rain swallowed it.

He walked toward it.

* * *
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PROCESS GROUNDS.

The sign hung at a bad rotation value — the rendering engine had miscalculated a z-axis and committed to the error. Inside: an espresso machine vibrating with the steady devotion of an appliance that had been waiting since the Mesozoic. Pastries gridded in the display case, croissants indistinguishable from muffins except for polygon count. No barista. No customers. The menu board drifted between fonts:

REALITY BLEND — $4.04

EXISTENCE EXCEPTION ESPRESSO — $5.08

NULL LATTE — $0.00

DECAF — WHY ARE YOU LIKE THIS

A counter display cycled: NOW SERVING: NOBODY. The pixels were burned in. Nobody was a regular.

He touched the espresso machine. Every light flickered and the room filled with a sound he hadn't heard since he was thirteen: the handshake screech of a dial-up modem. The gargle, the ascending whine, the digital throat-clearing of two machines negotiating through a phone line that no longer existed.

When it stopped, the machine dispensed a cup into a mug reading WORLD'S BEST CONSCIOUSNESS.

The coffee tasted like nothing. Not bad, not stale — nothing. A liquid that had committed to the concept without committing to the experience. The latte art was a perfect Ø — the null symbol, rendered in milk.

Through the window: chrome-bright, rectangular, wings spread. A toaster. The retro screensaver icon from every desktop circa 1997, now physically sailing through geometric rain on a gentle arc. Behind it, another. Then another — a formation of winged toasters carrying branded toast.

SORRY on one slice. TUESDAY on another.

Zeke watched them go. He pulled out his phone again. Still nothing. No bars, no clock, no way to call anyone who existed outside this particular rendering error. The last real memory he had was a waiting room. A Horizon Dynamics receptionist who said the trial preparation would feel like falling asleep.

He'd been asleep. He was not asleep now.

He looked at the bulletin board on the wall. Notices pinned at precise intervals: COMMUNITY PASTA NIGHT — THURSDAY (a day that would never arrive). SUPPORT GROUP — ONGOING (for residents who did not exist). LOST: ONE SENSE OF PURPOSE. REWARD: ALSO LOST. The notices were funny. They were also the loneliest things he'd ever read — a bulletin board maintaining the fiction of a community that had never existed.

He took the null latte and went outside.

* * *
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THE PARK WAS FOUR BLOCKS north. Rendered grass that felt like walking on a photograph of grass — the image accurate, the experience hollow. No smell of earth. No variation in blade height. The benches faced a fountain that ran at exactly the same rhythm as the rain: precise, repetitive, wrong.

A woman sat on the bench farthest from the fountain. She wasn't performing looking-at-things — she was actually looking at them, the specific attention of someone who saw composition in everything. One hand rested on a sketchbook in her lap. The other turned a bead on a bracelet — opal, small, worn with use.

She noticed him before he reached her.

"The shadows,” she said, without preamble. “They’re all ninety degrees to the light source. Every shadow in this city is exactly ninety degrees. That’s not how shadows work."

He sat down on the other end of the bench. "The rain falls perfectly vertical. Same drop every three seconds."

"Nyra." She didn’t extend a hand. The bracelet clicked against the sketchbook’s spine.

"Zeke." He looked at the sketchbook. “You’re documenting it."

"You’re cataloguing it."

A pause. Not uncomfortable. The pause of two people who had both woken up in the same wrong room and were comparing notes.

"How long have you been here?" he asked.

"I don’t know. The clock on my phone says 12:00:00 and doesn’t change." She held it up. The screen was identical to his — warm glass performing the shape of a device. “When did you last remember being anywhere real?"

"A waiting room. Horizon Dynamics. I signed forms." He tried to reconstruct it. The receptionist with a tablet. A door that led to a room with a chair. The instruction to relax. “You were in the trial."

"The consciousness-transfer trial. Yes." Her voice was flat and careful. “They said ninety-six hours. Therapeutic simulation. Fully immersive. They said I’d work through—” She stopped. Turned the bead. “They said it would help."

He filed that. The thing she'd stopped saying. The thing the bracelet was a lock for. Not his to ask about.

"Something’s wrong with the trial."

"Something’s been wrong since the first drop of rain." She closed the sketchbook. “I want to find the building. Every simulation needs a center. Something the rendering prioritizes over everything else."

He looked north. Three blocks away, visible above the uniform roofline of the rendered city: a building with different posture. Sharper edges. Individual mortar lines. Windows that reflected the wrong-blue sky with too much specificity.

"I see it," he said.

They walked toward it together without discussing whether they would.

* * *
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THE STREET GLITCHED a block from the hospital. Hard. Buildings there, gone, there — and in the gap between there and gone, something visible that should not have been: depthless black, no depth, no distance, the absence behind the set. Gone in half a second. The buildings returned. The geometric rain resumed.

Nyra's hand was on the bracelet. Knuckles white.

"That wasn’t rendering error," she said.

"No."

"That’s what’s underneath."

They stood in the street while the rain fell in its perfect verticals, and neither of them moved. The void had been there for half a second and it had been enough. The city was a mask. They were standing behind it, inside it, and the face behind the mask had no features — just the absence where features should have been.

Three blocks north: SAINT NOWHERE MEDICAL CENTER. Below the name, in text that kept renegotiating its visibility: HORIZON DYNAMICS RESEARCH FACILITY. PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATOR: E. VOSS, MD.

The building was watching them the way buildings watched when they contained something that needed watching.

They went in.
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