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 Prologue








The corporate tarmac felt desolate that night. Cloaked in its cinematic shroud of fog, it evoked an image of trench coats, film-noir, and suspense. Moments later, a shrieking turbine engine shattered the still air, the aircraft’s disembodied lights blurring through the overcast. Yeung Ki Lam trudged up the stairway of the private jet, his brutal schedule having warped all sense of time and place.


As he settled into the recliner, nothing could have prepared him for what waited ahead.


Thirty minutes later, the sleek Gulfstream soared over the Golden Gate Bridge. The evening sky faded into a deep violet-black, while the city lights slowly dimmed into a distant constellation.


Ki Lam, a fifty-five-year-old banker, was negotiating a casino project on the Malay Peninsula. Finding himself caught between partners that he couldn’t fully trust, and the shadowy enemies he’d yet to meet, he no longer remembered the last time he truly felt safe. He exhaled sharply, waving off his concerns as merely fatigue. He glanced back at the two-man security team and took a small measure of comfort in their presence.


Sipping champagne, he fished a copy of the San Francisco Chronicle from his briefcase. The headline posted the latest polling numbers for US presidential candidate Gavin Peakes’s bid for office. Ki Lam rubbed his reddened eyes before admitting defeat. By now, reading had become a near Herculean task.


“May I eat a little earlier?” he asked the flight attendant. “I really need to get some sleep.” She nodded before returning to the galley. Shortly after his meal, he slipped into the bedding. Ki Lam began to dream—the low hum of the engines slowly transforming into the sound of ocean waves.


His dream took him back to boyhood days at a Hong Kong beach called Sai Wan. Ki Lam had always been a powerful swimmer and enjoyed racing his friends to the buoys marking the reef’s edge. Today, he started out fast and strong, but then it seemed as though the water itself resisted. Something felt off, and he stopped to look around. 


The crowded beach was now deserted—friends, family, everyone—all inexplicably gone. Confused, he turned back to shore. Nothing happened. Every stroke, every kick, was met with an invisible resistance—and panic began to set in. His heart pounded with feral force. His breath quickened. Was this really happening?


Ki Lam was drowning.


A wave crested over his face and self-control gave way to panic. Snapping his head back, he gasped for air. Through the water’s distortion, he stared up at the clear sky, his eyes wide in disbelief. His mind battling for survival. His body continued to fail. 


And then, for a split second, his willpower faltered. He took an involuntary gasp for air—an instinct beyond his control. Cool seawater flooded into his lungs, burning through his chest. His body convulsed, reduced to a collection of randomly firing nerves.


After a few seconds, the spasms slowed, and then…everything became still. For what seemed like an eternity, Ki Lam’s motionless body remained inalterably suspended in the water—as if the universe might be having second thoughts. But then, it began its slow descent into the black void.


High above the Pacific, in the luxurious cabin of the jet, if the flight attendant or his security staff had paid close enough attention, they might have detected a slight twitch in their client’s body. But no one noticed.


Near the galley, the lone flight attendant was happy to relax and steal a few moments for herself. In the back, his security team rested in comfort—understandably confident that their employer, ensconced in this metal tube at forty-three thousand feet, was safe and secure from any and all threats.


As the sleek jet cut through the blackness, Yeung Ki Lam lay dead. Murdered in a nightmare. Drowned in his own mind, while submerged in a dream eight miles above the ocean’s surface.










CHAPTER ONE










NEW YORK CITY.


Six Months Earlier…





Sean Hastings rolled his pen from finger to finger and stopped every third pass to click the mechanism, a quirky habit from college. It was still mid-morning, but he sensed his rising anxiety.


Judging from the hurried glances he’d stolen through the open doors of the executive suites, it was a morning worthy of a postcard. In dull contrast, Sean’s cubicle had a more limited view, landlocked, as it were, in the center of the building. The weather at his desk was always a steady seventy-four degrees, and bright—albeit in a cool-white, fluorescent sort of way.


A faint whistling sound escaped his nostrils as he exhaled. He slipped on a pair of noise-canceling headphones and waited for the heavy bass notes of a Dave Matthews song to begin.


This was another typical morning for Sean, slogging through the financial report of a pharmaceutical company rushing its latest drug into production. The lone spark of originality was in the clever use of a butterfly mascot in their advertisements. Fluttering across the TV screen, it implied that patients would experience a metaphorical metamorphosis—and emerge into a pastel-colored world of health and well-being. Sean pursed his lips. Once again, he was fighting a creeping cynicism. His job was to distill all this information into concise recommendations that his firm, Farber Investments, would use to advise their best clients.


He caught the time on the corner of the monitor. Nearly noon. Every Tuesday, he had a standing arrangement to meet his best friend, Keenan, at a nearby Starbucks. He logged out.










“You look tired," Keenan said, his tone unvarnished.


“Nice to see you, too,” he said, fighting the suggestive yawn. “I’m still not sleeping. Does espresso have more or less caffeine than drip?”


“Less,” Keenan said with a grin. “But only comparing shot to cup. It’s a concentration thing.”


The two had been friends since their freshman year at NYU. Late one night, after flopping onto one of the deeply creased Naugahyde couches in the student lounge, they found a shared interest in film, books, politics, and the arts. Over the next few weeks, they debated everything from race relations and inequality, to a heated discussion on whether Zeppo had significantly contributed to the overall success of the Marx Brothers. Eventually, they rented a small, third floor walkup above a lime-green bodega in the East Village.


“How are things with Karen?” asked Keenan. “Is that why you can’t sleep?”


“Straight to the point,” Sean said, sounding less than appreciative. It seemed too early to discuss ex-wives. “Not sure. We were working on this new visitation schedule for Abbie, but—”


His voice trailed off as he stared out the café’s window, watching the luncheon crowd push their way along State Street. Keenan, ever the patient psychologist, waited for his friend to continue.


“Karen plans to move to Fort Lauderdale,” he finally said. “Her cousin has lined up a new job, and the cost of living is cheaper.”


Keenan gave Sean a sympathetic look before taking a large bite of lemon pound cake. Sean shook his head. “It’s criminal that you can eat like that and still stay in shape. Ever heard of macros? Glycemic index?”


Keenan laughed at the running joke. Sean joined in, although he understood his friend’s physique was really the result of an exercise regiment unchanged since his days as an Army Ranger.


“Karen’s only part of it,” Sean said, after their laugh. “The rest is work. If you fall behind, Wall Street has no problem culling the herd.” He leaned in and whispered. “Maybe I should join your PTSD group?”


“Oh, absolutely. My vets would love to hear from someone so tormented with first-world pain.”


Sean forced a laugh, but the words cut more deeply than he wanted to admit. He masked his feelings behind a mock grin, and swirled his espresso cup to drag the sugar off the bottom. Then, he pretended to count on his fingers. “Let’s see—work burnout, ex-wife problems, insomnia. Yeah, pretty much your average Wall Street stereotype.”


“Nah, you’re an exceptional Wall Street stereotype.” Keenan smirked. “Listen, why don’t you come out to the Hudson River courts on Saturday morning? There’s a pickup game that starts around ten, it might give you a chance to clear your mind. It’s a good group—long on competitiveness, short on talent—your kinda crowd.”


Sean glanced at his watch and cursed under his breath. “Sorry, I’ve got to run,” he said, as he stood. “Um, Saturday morning? Yeah, sounds good. With any luck, I’ll get some sleep between now and then.”





Sean’s insomnia began a few months back and was only getting worse. He’d tried melatonin, Chinese medicinal mushrooms, tryptophan, even Siberian ginseng. Nothing helped. His preferred remedy was a glass, or several, of single-malt Scotch whisky. Smooth going down, gently euphoric, and it provided near instant sleep. Except for feeling like crap several hours later, it was the perfect solution. At least it tasted better than Chinese mushroom tea.


Keenan wiped a few remaining crumbs off the table with a paper napkin. “I’ve been seeing this internist at Lenox Hill. Maybe she can recommend something to help you sleep.”


They pushed their way through the lunchtime crowd. Sean’s office was three blocks east, on Pearl Street. Like many of the streets in the lower part of Manhattan, it traced back to the days of the Dutch settlers. Winding, random, and with no discernible pattern. Only Broadway, the precolonial Native American trail, had the moxie to slash diagonally across the city in brazen defiance of uptown’s almighty grid system. Manhattan may appear like a set of orderly numbered streets and avenues, but none of that carried into downtown. In the financial district, it was far too easy for unwitting newcomers to become lost and confused.


An allegorical message to be sure.










Walking back from lunch, Sean cut through Farber’s trading floor. It was a viper pit. A forum for the young and ambitious to battle in a harsh and unforgiving arena. Sean had once planned on making his mark here, but after he and Karen found themselves unexpectedly expecting, his career drifted toward safer waters.


The rest of the week cycled through the same dull loop—work, stress, whisky, and a sizeable sleep deficit. To the few who knew him well, Sean became unrecognizable. He felt it too. He’d always taken pride in being well balanced, considering it one of his better characteristics. Some days sucked, others were great—but it all evened itself out in the end. Lately, that balance seemed to have vanished. And here he was, in the grand funk of funks. 


Insomnia was the likely culprit. Its effect gradual—insidious—like making the minimum payment on a credit card. Each day began a little more in arrears than the last. Weekends offered some reprieve, but by Monday, the toll of his deficit had inched a little higher.


To no one’s surprise, Sean skipped the Saturday morning basketball game on a feeble excuse, but eventually yielded to Keenan’s arm-twisting. He agreed to join him and his new girlfriend at a local club for drinks that night.










Keenan was shouting over the music and waving his arms as Sean stepped into the bar. He snaked his way through the crowd at The Inquiry, one of several pubs that recently opened in Keenan’s neighborhood. Though it was early, the bar was already buzzing. The cinema-themed decor managed to be charming without trying too hard. Best of all, on the weekends, the DJ spun seventies R&B, and that, above all else, suited Keenan just fine.


“Sean, I’d like you to meet Zahra Segales,” said a beaming Keenan.


He smiled warmly and extended his hand. “Pleasure to meet you. Keenan tells me, rather proudly, that you’re a doctor.”


Zahra responded with a slight giggle. “Yes, at Lenox Hill,” she said, glancing at Keenan.


She made an immediate impression—tall, confident, elegant. Sean couldn’t be certain whether her remarkable complexion was the result of a blessed inheritance from her mixed-race parents, or a gift from God.


After a bit, Sean stepped away to order another round. Always the traditionalist when it came to libations, he was relieved that no one had requested anything muddled or infused with lychee, pomegranate, or cucumber. While waiting for the drinks, he caught a glimpse of Keenan and Zahra together. They seemed like a good match—comfortable and content with one another—and he was happy for his friend. Still, by the time he returned to the table, his thoughts had turned introspective. His mood dimmed.


Zahra picked up on the change. “Keenan said you’re having trouble sleeping. How long has that been going on?”


Sean shrugged. “A few months, maybe more. It’s no big deal.”


She smiled, with a hint of admonishment. “Utter nonsense. And quite the macho response.”


He flinched, caught off guard. Zahra quickly softened her tone.


“It is a big deal, Sean. More than a third of all Americans aren’t getting enough sleep, it contributes to things like diabetes and obesity. You might downplay it, but sleep health is now quite fashionable—self-adjusting beds, smart pillows, or sheets that can track sleep cycles. People spend a fortune hoping to get decent rest.”


“Okay,” Sean grudgingly agreed, “it has affected my life, but I’m lost. I’ve tried a few over-the-counter meds—they didn’t really help. Do you think I need something stronger?”


Zahra’s face contorted a bit. “Most of those drugs just flood your brain with a bunch of neurotransmitters. They don’t provide the sustained, restful sleep your body needs.”


Zahra hesitated, perhaps gauging his openness to new ideas. “Have you tried anything else?”


Sean smirked. “Does whisky count?”


“Actually,” Zahra laughed, “I was thinking more in terms of a sleep clinic.”


“Sounds like a polite euphemism for a shrink.”


“I’m not too surprised you’d say that,” she said, “But no, they just help people get some sleep. The number of sleep clinics in the US has tripled over the past fifteen years. So you can—if you’ll pardon the pun—rest assured that you’re not alone.”


Keenan chimed in. “What was the name of that place you had in mind?”


“The Maeda Clinic on the Upper West Side,” Zahra said. “It’s run by a neurologist, board-certified in sleep medicine. Do yourself a favor and go. I’ve heard nothing but good things about them.”













Sean’s appointment at the Maeda Clinic was scheduled for eight a.m. on Tuesday morning. He wondered if it was abject cruelty, or a keen sense of irony that prompted the sleep clinic to schedule early-morning appointments for their inherently sleep-starved patients. Why not adjust the office hours to match the schedule of your average insomniac?


“Are you free around…three a.m.?”


“Yes. It dovetails nicely between the waning city nightlife and the start of my workday.”


Lately, scattered thoughts and little annoyances like these percolated inside Sean’s head. As he headed off to the clinic, he admitted that he wasn’t in the best of moods—lacking the open mindset that therapy required. On top of everything else, he was hungry. The clinic instructed Sean not to consume food or drink after midnight for some blood tests. Approaching the 59th Street/Columbus Circle station, the subway screeched to a stop. Sean’s stomach rumbled in harmony.


After exiting, he chose to walk the seven blocks north rather than transfer to another train. The morning’s air was brisk, made slightly cooler by a light breeze. He followed along Broadway, past Dante Park, and turned left in front of the Juilliard School. On Sixty-Sixth, he continued toward Amsterdam Avenue. The Maeda Sleep Center occupied the ground floor of an elegant residential building—behind a modest brown door with a small polished brass nameplate.


Inside the hushed, absurdly neutral waiting room, Sean passed the time flipping through magazines. One glossy cover promised “18 ways to know if your boyfriend is cheating,” while a men’s magazine posed, “15 ways to know if your girlfriend is cheating.” Sean glanced back and forth, wondering how women had gained a three-method advantage.


A nurse called out his name.


After filling several vials with blood, completing an extensive questionnaire, a brief consultation, and, to his mind, a seemingly inappropriate body-fat analysis, Sean was done. As he headed back to work, a part of him hoped the visit would yield immediate results.


But the next couple of nights were all too familiar: staring at the ceiling, long bouts of restlessness. When the clinic finally called, Sean answered with childlike anticipation. Dr. Maeda reviewed his test results: blurs of numbers followed by units of milliliters, parts per million, milligrams, blah, blah, blah.


“It’s all in the email we sent you.”


The prescribed regimen included hormones, vitamins, and neurotransmitter supplements: a GABA agonist to calm certain neurotransmitters, 5-hydroxytryptophan to boost serotonin, and assorted supplements to regulate—well—basically everything else. Dr. Maeda even offered a portable biofeedback device to hone Sean’s relaxation skills.


I have relaxation skills?


On Thursday night, the shelf above Sean’s bathroom sink was filled with ten supplement containers, lined up like toy soldiers in his own personal sleep battalion. With a handful of pills in his left hand and a half glass of water in his right, Sean was ready. After downing the last pill, he carefully settled into a fresh set of sheets, as if any sudden movement might jinx the whole affair. He turned off the lights and, for the next fifteen minutes, actively scanned his mind and body for an indication that something, anything, was happening. When that failed to work, he tried clearing his mind, aiming for thoughts of nothing. But it was like a tornado in there: swirling with thoughts of work, his ex-wife, his daughter, Auntie Em, Toto…the list seemed endless.


Why isn’t this working?


The room was cooled to sixty-five degrees, he consumed no caffeine after three p.m., an early dinner, and he even eschewed his usual single malt nightcap. Nothing left to chance, every emailed instruction followed to the letter.


And then—it happened. Sleep came, sooner and deeper than it had in a very long time.


Sean dreamt of sailing aboard a seventeenth-century ship: hearing the snap of the canvas, the creak of the timbers, and the roll of the waves beneath his unsteady legs. The whole thing was crazy, nonsensical, and utterly blissful. When he woke, he was surprised—shocked—to realize that he’d slept undisturbed through the night.


His phone alarm chimed to the Spice Girls’ “Wannabe.” He stretched, yawned, and then laughed. The song selection was the result of an ongoing prank between Sean and his young daughter, Abbie, who changed his alarm tone whenever she visited. A smile formed at the thought of her, before he canceled the alarm and sat up. Something about this morning was almost weightless, something he hadn’t felt in recent memory. He swung his feet out of bed and sang to himself.


“Well, I’ll tell you what I want, what I really, really want…some coffee!”


A few nights later, the nocturnal miracle began to fade. While still an improvement, it was slipping away—shallow and sporadic. For a brief period, he’d glimpsed the possible. Why couldn’t he do something as natural as sleep? Desperate to put his sleeplessness to bed, he cursed under his breath. He would explain all of this to Dr. Maeda at his follow-up appointment.










Friday morning, and Sean arrived early. In the waiting room, someone called out his name. He turned to see a bearded man sitting at the far end.


“Erik Würfel?” said Sean, with a smile.


They shook hands. Erik Würfel was known as a “quant” on Wall Street, though his formal title was head of algorithmic trading. At first glance, or any subsequent one, Erik didn’t come across as a Wall Street insider. Dressed in his lumberjack casual attire, with advanced degrees from MIT (none of them in finance), computer programmers like Erik had become the new machine of finance.


“And so,” said Erik, grinning, “the sleep-deprived zombies of Wall Street gather at the mad doctor’s clinic.” He laughed and tilted his head. “I haven’t seen you in, what, a year? How’ve you been?”


Sean offered a half-smile. “I’ve been good. A few ups and downs—probably a few more downs. You?”


“Oh, still the same. I hate my job, my management, and most of my coworkers, but the pay’s great. I’m just building a war chest so I can return to teaching.”


“Sounds about right,” Sean responded. “I used to think this was the perfect career. Now, not so much. Actually, I’ve been full of doubts lately.”


Sean began openly talking about his divorce, his work pressure, and his general sense of feeling disconnected. He prattled on. This outpouring of emotion was uncharacteristic, but then defining Sean’s normal behavior had become more challenging with each passing day.


“I see,” Erik said knowingly. “And so naturally all this has manifested into insomnia—and—well, here you are. I came here a few months back and they gave me some supplements. Did they give you anything?”


Sean named the ones he could remember, and Erik nodded as he mentally checked them against his own list.


“The problem,” Sean said, “is that at first, they worked fine, but now it’s…fading.”


“That happened to a friend of mine—great results at first, but then they mysteriously fizzled. Personally, between the biofeedback device and the supplements, it’s worked wonders for me.” He shrugged in sympathy.


Sean frowned. “What’d your friend do about it?”


Erik hesitated. “It’s not for everyone. He’s a bit…unconventional.” He glanced around the room, before lowering his voice. “Promise not to tell anyone?”


Sean nodded.


“He combined the supplements that Dr. Maeda gave him with a compound from the Amazon.”


“He bought them online?” Sean asked, curious.


Erik laughed, a little too loudly for someone trying to be discreet. “No, not that Amazon. The real one, you know, in South America? There’s a group compounding this drug using a variety of rain-forest plants: Psychotria vidiris, Manacá, and a few other traditional medicines.”


“Never heard of those,” he said trying to sound casual. “What’s a Psycho-something?”


“Psychotria vidiris? A plant containing DMT.”


Sean looked shocked. “Christ, isn’t that basically LSD?”


“No, not really,” Erik said, motioning for Sean to lower his voice. “These guys have tweaked the dosage and balanced it with stabilizers. It’s supposed to give you a deep sense of relaxation—sort of a meditative state, they say. And hey, it’s all natural.”


“Yeah, but natural doesn’t necessarily equate with safe,” Sean said. “I think I’ll pass.” But then after a few beats, he asked, “Did you try it?”


Before he could answer, the nurse called out Erik’s name. He stood, but then turned back at Sean. “I did,” he said. “It was relaxing. Nothing cosmic or cathartic, but my friend had these vivid dreams for weeks afterward. I guess it hits everyone differently. Got to run. Great seeing you again.”










Saturday morning began with a strong cup of Sumatra coffee. Sean preferred it to the smoother South American blends. In fact, the older he became, the more he gravitated toward sharper, bolder, and more bitter flavors. He wondered if that reflected some level of personal growth.


During yesterday’s follow-up visit, Dr. Maeda told Sean not to worry about his fluctuating sleep. Everything would stabilize after the prescribed neurotransmitters and hormones balanced his body’s level of serotonin. Sean accepted the logic, but patience wasn’t his strongest suit. He wanted to return to that first night’s perfect sleep. How long would this take? He trusted the process, but how was he supposed to manage until then?


What he needed was something to bridge the gap. Something to hold him over until the neurotransmitters had taken full effect. He thought back on Erik’s story. Maybe he had overreacted, maybe it wasn’t such a bad idea, after all. Besides, this would only be a temporary fix, just until things settled.


And just like that, the quiet process of rationalization had begun.



















CHAPTER TWO










KEENAN CALLED LATE Tuesday morning to apologize for canceling their regular lunch. Sean’s initial disappointment soon became an opportunity. Two things had been on his mind: a craving for a Reuben sandwich, and an uneasy urge to reach out to Erik about the drug. And he hoped to do so without appearing too eager.


Sean grabbed an Uber to a deli on the Lower East Side, one that he remembered Erik frequented. After placing his order, he hawkishly scanned the crowded room. There, at a small table barely able to accommodate a second tray, sat Erik Würfel. Sean smiled at his good fortune.


Erik looked up from his tray. “A Reuben? They give me heartburn. Which makes no sense because sauerkraut’s a probiotic.”


Unsure how to respond, Sean waited for an invitation to sit. However, Erik seemed preoccupied with which of his pickle varieties to try first. Finally, he motioned for Sean to sit.


“This is quite the coincidence, don’t you think?” Erik said, after biting into the fatter, darker pickle. “Running into each other twice in the same week. Any improvement in your sleep?” He hastily wiped away the pickle juice that had trickled onto his beard.


“A little—maybe.” Sean repeated what Dr. Maeda told him. The men sat quietly for a couple of minutes. Sean removed a few pieces of corned beef from his sandwich and pressed down on the bread before taking his first bite. He wanted to ask about the drug without appearing desperate. So, he looked out the window, continued chewing, and waited for Erik to break the silence.


But nothing came. Erik quietly went about his lunch, picking at his potato salad with a plastic fork. Sean’s curiosity was palpable and Erik seemed to savor every moment of keeping him in suspense. Finally, he set down his plastic fork.


“If you want to try it,” Erik said, “just ask. I’ll get you some.”


Sean acted like this was something that he hadn’t fully considered, and certainly not why he’d chosen to come here today. He wasn’t even sure why he was continuing with this ridiculous charade. Still, his insomnia was worsening, and he needed a fast solution. If that solution meant drugs, then drugs it would be. Besides, his industry wasn’t exactly intolerant of the use of drugs and alcohol. It was a results-oriented, ends-justify-the-means business—and Sean wanted results.


“I’ve thought about it,” he said, trying to sound indifferent. “I’d need to know more. Like, what’s it called?”


“It has a clinical name, but most people just call it Amplius. It’s Latin for ‘beyond.’”


Erik went on to explain all he knew about the drug’s pharmacology. In truth, he knew very little. Any gaps in his understanding were filled by emphasizing that it was “safe and natural.”


He boasted that the compound was—or might soon be—approved by a variety of agencies in the European Union. He wasn’t sure about which agencies. Had he mentioned that the drug was safe and natural?


Before Erik had finished his dubious endorsement, Sean knew that none of it made any difference. He was ready to throw caution to the sleepless wind. Nevertheless, over the next few minutes, Sean rationalized his thinking to a mostly indifferent and uninterested Erik. He emphasized that taking uncontrolled substances was beneath someone of his stature, and certainly not his normal behavior. Whether Erik cared about any of this or not, it didn’t really matter.


Sean wasn’t worried about the drug’s dangers or its questionable legality. What bothered him were the feelings it stirred: vulnerable, weak, embarrassed that he couldn’t control his own thoughts. Erik waited and listened dispassionately to Sean. After sufficiently establishing his precarious foothold on some moral high ground, Sean arranged to pick up the drug later that day.


That night, Sean was too restless and edgy to read or watch television. His stomach was knotted with anticipation. Erik advised him to follow the Maeda Clinic’s protocols—then add the Amplius.


He gingerly unwrapped the folded waxed paper packet. Inside, lay a square sheet with small blue-green tablets attached to a sticky white paper backing. The tablets were sublingual, and Erik instructed him to place one under the tongue and wait for it to fully dissolve. Sean held one of the tablets up to the light, trying to imagine the mysterious blend of psychotropic plants and chemicals hidden within. He conjured up images of Amazonian shamans, dense rainforests, topless tribeswomen, trancelike dances, strange piercings, and rhythmic chanting.


After placing a tablet under his tongue, he wrinkled his nose. It was bitter, not chemical, more like plant bitter; a cross between tobacco leaves and days-old black tea.


Sean lay in bed and scanned his brain for the first indications. He assumed that it would begin with a drowsy, tranquil feeling. But there would be no gentle slide into relaxed euphoria. Instead, Sean crashed into sleep at a rate that rivaled the most powerful anesthesia.


Ninety-nine, ninety-eight, ninety-seven, ninety…










Inside Sean’s dream, he tightened his grip on the reins of his galloping Chestnut brown stallion. His ears filled with the thunderous sound of hooves pounding against the hard, dry ground. Five riders flanked his side.


I’m riding a horse?


High in the cloudless sky, the sun beat down relentlessly. Sean’s breath was quick, matching the rhythm of the gallop. Each breath drawing in the dust and heat of the American Southwest. They were riding frighteningly fast, far beyond anything he’d ever experienced on family trail rides. Still, he kept pace—riding through the desert like a cowboy extra in a John Ford film. And then, strangely, for a few seconds, the hooves went silent, the dust hung motionless in the air.


He was jolted by a stark realization.


This was a dream—and he knew it.


Fully conscious within the dream, he knew his name, workplace, address, daughter—in short, everything about his life. A Wall Street analyst galloping through the Old West. Though it made no sense, somehow, in that moment, both lives felt equally real.










“They’re called lucid dreams,” said Keenan after listening to Sean’s story about the previous night’s dream. “I remember studying them in school. They were a big deal in psychology journals around thirty or forty years ago.”


“It was otherworldly. I could use the dream to work out personal issues. Like it had an intelligence of its own.”


Sean failed to mention the psychotropic drug. There was no point in sharing his foray into quasi-legal substances with his good friend, a licensed psychologist. “Do you think it might happen again?”


“Hard to say. There’s still no scientific consensus on why they occur. Actually, some psychologists doubt these dreams are even real.”


Sean frowned. “Why not?”


“The problem is that people can only describe dreams after they wake up, so the skeptics claim this is a mis-remembrance. Still others are staunch believers. So, the debate continues.” He stopped and chuckled. “I read about this female researcher who claimed she was able to control her lucid dreams to such a high degree that she planned, and achieved, an orgasm in her sleep.”


Sean laughed. “Really? Then I think I had my first lucid dream at thirteen!”








CHAPTER THREE






GENEVA, SWITZERLAND



Morpheus Research occupied a sleek tower near the center of the city, only two blocks north of the Rhône River. Armand C. Locke sauntered into Dr. Adler Daemon’s office, settled onto the couch, and helped himself to a bowl of pistachios.


“Jean-Luc called from the bank,” he began. “They’ve confirmed the receipt of the final payment.”


Adler looked up from his desk and nodded. “Excellent. I received a call as well. Our Malaysian friends wanted to express their gratitude for our handling of the Yeung Ki Lam situation in Hong Kong. Something about ‘removing a great thorn,’ I believe. They sent a case of Cristal champagne as thanks.”


Adler spent a moment observing Armand, watching the ever-growing pile of shells. It annoyed him, but he kept quiet. He’d become accustomed to a certain level of irritation in dealing with his attorney.


“Well, getting back to business,” Adler said at last. “Now that we’ve locked down Heidemann’s travel itinerary—I don’t anticipate any further problems.”


Armand stood, presumably parched from the salty nuts, and walked to the water pitcher. “I find it rather curious, don’t you?” he asked, while filling his glass. “Heidemann will be our second. Why such a sudden animus toward bankers?”


Adler leaned back in his chair and spread his hands. “Probably just a coincidence. Remember what Mark Twain said?”


Armand grunted something that may or may not have been an acknowledgment.


“A banker is a fellow who lends you his umbrella when the sun is shining, but wants it back the minute it begins to rain.”


From across the room, a rare chuckle came from Armand C. Locke.






New York City



Over the past few days, Sean had grown concerned about the state of his mental health—then worried that thinking about your mental state was, in itself, a sign of instability. The combination of good sleep and the entertaining dreams had brightened his mood. In a strange way, that was the issue. Every drug came with side effects, and the risks with this one were unknown. Sean would keep an eye on his own behavior.


He settled on a little self-evaluation, nothing too elaborate, just a quick mental and physical check he wryly called his “crazy check.” So far, the only discernible change was a better attitude. If that was the extent of the side effects, he could certainly live with that.


Each night, he followed the recommendations of the sleep clinic before topping things off with his rainforest-sourced psychotropic nightcap. The resultant sleep was nothing short of miraculous—like cool water to a desert traveler. However, things would not stay the same for long.


Sean had assumed, on the basis of nothing in particular, that the drug generated only lucid dreams, but that was no longer true. Two new dream types began to emerge, each with distinct characteristics.


Sean called the first his “oracle dreams” because they offered thoughtful revelations or life guidance. He dismissed these as merely a collection of subconscious fragments bubbling up from below.


The second kind left Sean stumped. In a literal sense, they were transactional business dreams.


The first of these centered on a midseason baseball player trade, the Yankees trading their best relief pitcher to the Giants. The following night, he observed the acquisition of a small software company with a superior photo-matching application. On the third night; a corporate chairman abruptly resigned amid a scandal. What should he call these dreams?


Bloomberg visions? CNBC dreams?


All they lacked was a ticker tape running across the bottom of the dream. Boring—uneventful—these dreams lacked any symbolism or deeper message. No cataclysmic events. No plane crashes. No tidal waves.


If these dreams represented his vision of the future, then he was in for a tedious future. He wrote them off as a collection of unsorted remnants from work, or the expansion of some chyron he caught out of the corner of his eye on a bar TV.


In his previous dreams, Sean had played a role: a director, a protagonist, or at the least, a witness. But these business dreams were different. He not only lacked a role, but also a physical presence. He was completely invisible to everyone in the dream. Sitting like the proverbial fly on the wall, he seemed completely hidden. All he could do was watch. He tried to discern some moral lesson from these dreams, or find some profundity—but it was just the facts.


The whole thing was perplexing. Still, each night, Sean was grateful to accept whatever dream came his way: lucid, moral, or transactional.






On Tuesday afternoon, a well-rested and jubilant Sean sat down for coffee with his friend. Keenan immediately recounted the details of his past weekend with Zahra at a Connecticut bed-and-breakfast. His enthusiasm and animated expressions left Sean with little doubt that Zahra had found a special place in his heart. He listened as Keenan went on about how this or that tasted, smelled, or looked, but Sean knew that he was really describing the smell of her hair, the look in her eyes, and the taste of her lips.


When the conversation shifted, Sean gave him a quick update on his sleep progress and asked him to thank Zahra for the sleep clinic recommendation. Sean leaned forward on the small table, which, being a sugar packet or two shy of level, managed to spill his coffee. Cursing under his breath, he jumped up to get a handful of napkins.


Keenan reached across to the next table, grabbed an abandoned copy of the New York Post, and was busy flipping through the pages when Sean returned.


“Why in the world would they trade Routero to the Giants?” Keenan asked, shaking his head. “It’s not like the Yankees have any depth at relief pitching.”


Sean rarely paid attention to baseball, but as he wiped the table using the small brown napkins, Keenan’s words began to sink in. Sean froze. The room seemed to tilt, suddenly unstable.


It can’t be. It has to be a coincidence!


“Let me see that,” he said, snatching the sports section out of Keenan’s hands. He gave the article a quick scan for details—relief pitcher to the Giants, an undisclosed future pick, $34 million over three years, and the name of Routero’s agent. It was all there, exactly as it unfolded in his baseball dream. Sinking back into his chair, he pushed the pile of soggy napkins to the side.



Think. There has to be a rational explanation for this. Maybe it’s yesterday’s paper, or I heard this from someone at work. Yeah, that’s probably what happened. The meeting took place last week and I just heard about it.




He checked the paper’s print date and grimaced. It was today’s. The article said the official trade was announced last night, at the team’s New York headquarters. Sean’s mind raced in search of a rational explanation, but everything kept pointing back to the dream he’d had three or four nights ago. He went over the article again, but every detail was identical, right down to the contract dollar amount. It made no sense.


Keenan was watching his friend’s strange behavior and cautiously asked if everything was all right. The sound of his voice pulled Sean back into the present. He nodded unconvincingly.


“Everything’s…fine. I just remembered something from work.”


Over the next few minutes, Sean drifted in and out of the conversation. He needed to get away, to make sense of whatever was happening. He was certain of only one thing; he had absolutely no intention of sharing any of this with Keenan. What could he possibly say? “Hey, I’m taking a black market Amazonian psychotropic drug to help me sleep and I think I can see the future. Do you think this is normal?”


No, it was better to keep this quiet. There was a logical explanation—there had to be. He just needed some time to figure it out.


When he headed out the door, Sean had to acknowledge that today’s “crazy check” was not going well.






The next day, the confirmation of his baseball dream transformed Sean into a financial news junkie. He kept CNBC running in the background, while pouring over copies of Barron’s and the Wall Street Journal. He was desperate to find something—a headline, a blurb, a rumor—anything to corroborate his other two dreams. If one dream had come true, could the others as well?


None of this was the behavior of a stable or rational man, but Sean couldn’t help himself. He had tried to explain away the baseball dream as a coincidence—some conflation of news clips, his own imagination, or a divine spark from the vines of the Amazon. Who the hell knew? But no matter how hard he tried, he simply couldn’t let go. He was desperate for proof that maybe, just maybe, something extraordinary had really happened in his life.


And he suspected he knew the reason why.


As a boy, Sean had the usual palette of youthful dreams: astronaut, sports star, famous actor. But now he was bound to a desk at Farber Investments, parsing and summarizing mountains of data. Had his dreams been pulled back a little too far? Somewhere along this path, his self worth had taken a hit. He’d come to believe that he was average—perhaps less-than-average—a guy plodding his way through life without ever living it. The thought had cemented itself into his psyche. Of all the shades in his childhood palette, why had he settled on beige? What happened to the reckless confidence that once surged through his veins?


When his alarm went off the next morning, Bruce Springsteen was singing, “Somewhere along the line I slipped off track….”


Sean shut his eyes and sank back into the pillow. It felt like the lyrics were aimed squarely at him.


Restless and dissatisfied at work, could these dreams be his ticket out of a poor career choice? He skipped work and spent the morning searching through headlines for a connection.


After breakfast, he sat at his computer and scrolled through page after page of dreary financial news. Every so often, his thoughts drifted.



This might be the best thing to ever happen to me. What if this led to a spiritual awakening? A breakdown of the barriers between consciousness and unconsciousness—maybe unveiling the fabric of the universe that binds all of humanity?




Then again, what if it’s frying my brain?


He thumbed through a copy of Barron’s, and nearly missed a small blurb on the third page of the business section. It was a report on the revised earnings of a major search engine company, but near the end, it mentioned the pending acquisition of a small tech firm called Trace Image. Their photo- and image-recognition software promised to outperform everything else on the market, faster and more accurate than anything currently available.


Facial recognition. A pending merger. A perfect match.


“Yes!” he shouted, startled by the unexpected volume of his voice. He reread the article, as a grin spread across his face.


Perhaps not so crazy after all?


The next day, after a midtown meeting, Sean stopped for lunch at a local diner. The TV behind the counter was tuned to some dreadful afternoon tabloid show dedicated to the exploitation of celebrity misdeeds and their ill-advised tweets. A highly attractive, millennial reporter announced, “Mark Sanders, the newly appointed chairman of Scoresby, the big box retailer, has resigned amid allegations of sexual impropriety.”


Three accusers. Harassment. Intimate selfies. It was all there.


Sean’s right hand slapped the counter. The startled waitress spun around. Sean smirked and took another sip of club soda.


Three for three. This can’t be a fluke.


Too keyed up to return to the office, he
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