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Chapter 1: The Blink
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The clock on Caleb Rennes' nightstand read 2:47 AM. He knew this because he had watched every minute arrive and depart since midnight. The red digits burned into his retinas every time he blinked. He had stopped blinking two hours ago.

His body weighed against the mattress like a bag of wet sand. His jaw ached from clenching. Behind his eyes, a dull throb had graduated to a sharp pulse that matched his heartbeat. Six days without sleep. His personal record was seven, back in his twenties. Thirty-four-year-old Caleb was not twenty-four-year-old Caleb.

He shifted his weight. The bedsheet crinkled beneath his palm. The sound was too loud. Everything was too loud. The refrigerator hum in the kitchen sounded like a chainsaw. The drip from the bathroom faucet landed like a hammer strike. His own breathing filled his ears like wind through a tunnel.

Caleb turned his head toward the door. It was open. He never left it open. He sat up slowly, his spine cracking in three places. The hallway beyond the door was black. Not dark. Black. Like someone had painted the air.

He reached for his phone on the nightstand. His fingers found it. The screen lit up. 2:48 AM. No notifications. No missed calls. Nothing.

His thumb hovered over the camera app. He had installed a security camera in the corner of his bedroom three nights ago. Motion-activated. Cloud storage. He had checked the footage every morning. Every morning, it showed nothing. Just him tossing. Turning. Sitting up. Lying down. Alone.

But that wasn't true.

Caleb put the phone down and swung his legs over the side of the bed. His bare feet touched the cold hardwood floor. The sensation was sharp. Real. He needed real. His mind had started playing tricks on him forty-eight hours ago. Shadows that moved when he wasn't looking. Sounds that stopped when he turned his head. The feeling of being watched from the corner of the room—the corner where no one stood.

He stood up. The floor creaked beneath his left foot.

And then he felt it.

A shift in the air behind him. Not wind. Not temperature. Something else. Something that made the tiny hairs on the back of his neck stand straight.

Caleb turned.

His bedroom was empty. Bed. Nightstand. Dresser. Closed closet door. Camera in the corner. His own reflection in the mirror above the dresser, pale and hollow-eyed.

He exhaled. His breath came out shaky.

He looked at the mirror again. His reflection looked back. Same dark circles. Same unshaven jaw. Same faded gray t-shirt.

Then his reflection blinked.

Caleb did not blink.
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Chapter 2: Room 6
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The sleep clinic where Caleb worked was called The Midnight Institute. It occupied the second floor of a converted warehouse on the edge of town. The building had no windows on the ground floor. The second floor had six small windows, all facing a brick wall from the neighboring structure. Sunlight never reached the clinic. Artificial light ran twenty-four hours a day.

Caleb arrived at 7:00 PM. His shift ran until 7:00 AM. Twelve hours of watching people sleep. Twelve hours of monitoring brainwave patterns, heart rates, oxygen saturation, eye movement. Twelve hours surrounded by people in their most vulnerable state.

He hated it.

But the pay was good. And the night shift meant fewer coworkers. Fewer conversations. Fewer people asking him why he looked like death.

"Rennes." Dr. Patricia Voss looked up from her tablet as he walked through the sliding glass doors. She was sixty-two, gray-haired, and had the warm personality of a metal folding chair. "You look worse than the patients."

"Thank you, Dr. Voss."

"It wasn't a compliment. Did you sleep?"

"No."

She stared at him for a long moment. Her eyes moved across his face like a scanner. "Your shift ends at seven. Go home and sleep. That's an order."

"Yes, Doctor."

She walked away. Her heels clicked against the tile floor until the sound faded behind the door of her office.

Caleb went to the monitoring room. Six screens. Six sleeping patients. Six sets of vitals displayed in green waveforms. He sat in the swivel chair and spun slowly to face the screens.

Room 2. A man in his fifties. Sleep apnea. His breathing would stop forty times per hour. The machine would wake him just enough to breathe, not enough to remember. He would wake up exhausted every morning for the rest of his life.

Room 4. A woman in her twenties. Night terrors. Her brainwaves showed the pattern of deep sleep, but her heart rate spiked every ninety seconds. She was running from something in her dreams. She never remembered what.

Caleb watched her heart rate climb. 88. 92. 97. 103.

He blinked.

When his eyes opened, the screen for Room 6 was black.

Not off. Black. As if the camera had been covered.

Caleb leaned forward. His finger moved to the keyboard. He tapped a key. The screen flashed once, then returned to the live feed.

Room 6 was empty.

The bed was made. The sheets were tucked. The pillow was fluffed. No one had slept in that room tonight.

But Room 6 had a patient. Caleb remembered checking him in at 8:00 PM. A man in his forties. Insomnia. Chronic. Desperate. The patient had signed the consent forms with shaking hands.

Caleb stood up. The chair rolled backward and hit the wall.

He walked out of the monitoring room and down the hallway. The lights were dimmed for the patients. His footsteps echoed.

Room 6. The door was closed. A small window at eye level showed the interior.

Caleb looked through the glass.

The room was empty. Bed made. Sheets tucked. No patient.

But on the nightstand, next to the unplugged monitoring equipment, was a piece of paper. Caleb could not read it from the door. He pushed the door open.

The air inside was cold. Not air-conditioning cold. Something else. Something that made his teeth ache.

He walked to the nightstand. Picked up the paper.

It was a consent form. Signed by the patient. The signature was smeared, as if the pen had been dragged across the paper by a hand that was no longer attached to a body.

Caleb turned the paper over.

On the back, written in the same smeared ink, were four words:

It followed you home.

He dropped the paper. It fluttered to the floor.

Behind him, the door clicked shut.
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Chapter 3: The Photo
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Caleb did not remember running.

He remembered the door clicking. He remembered turning. He remembered the door handle turning in the opposite direction—someone on the other side, locking him in.

Then he was in the parking lot. His back against his car. His keys in his hand. His breath fogging in the cold night air.

The parking lot was empty. The building behind him was dark except for the monitoring room on the second floor. A single light. A single window.

Caleb looked up at that window.

A shape moved past it. Too fast. Too large. Too wrong.

He got in his car. Locked the doors. Started the engine. Drove.

He did not go home.

He drove to the only place he could think of. The only place that had ever made him feel safe.

His mother's house had been empty for two years. She died in the spring. Heart attack. Found her in the garden, kneeling in the dirt, her hands still holding a trowel. She looked peaceful. That was what the paramedics said. Peaceful.

Caleb had not been back since the funeral.

The key was still under the ceramic frog by the front door. The lock turned easily. The door swung open.

Inside, everything was exactly as she had left it. The afghan on the couch. The stack of unread newspapers by the armchair. The smell of lavender and dust.

Caleb walked to the kitchen. Opened the refrigerator. It had been unplugged. The inside was dry and empty. He closed it.

He walked to the living room. Sat on the couch. Put his head in his hands.

His phone buzzed.

A text from an unknown number. No words. Just a photo.

The photo showed his bedroom. His bed. His nightstand. His camera in the corner. The timestamp in the corner of the photo read 3:14 AM. Tonight. Fifteen minutes ago.

Caleb zoomed in on the image.

His bed was empty. The sheets were rumpled where he had been lying. But he was not in the photo.

Something else was.

In the corner of the bedroom—the corner opposite the camera—a shape stood. It was tall. Too tall. Its head touched the ceiling. Its body was pure black. Not shadow. Not darkness. Black like paint. Black like a hole cut out of the photograph. Its skin had no reflection, no highlight, no texture.

Caleb stared at the image. His thumb and forefinger spread the screen wider.

The shape had no face. No features. No mouth, no nose, no ears. But where its eyes should have been, there were two white orbs. No pupils. No iris. Just white. Floating in the blackness of its head like eggs in tar.

Caleb dropped the phone.

It clattered on the hardwood floor. The screen went dark.

He sat in the silence of his mother's house, his heart punching the inside of his ribs, and he did not pick up the phone again until dawn.
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