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When a struggling artist takes mysterious pills that eliminate her need for sleep, she discovers the terrifying truth about entities that feed on human consciousness during imperceptible pauses in time.
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  ​​1. Wide Awake

Emma Thorne squinted at her canvas and her paint-stained fingers. The clock on her studio wall ticked past midnight, its sound a counterpoint to the wail of sirens outside her window. Three days without sleep. Or was it four? The days had begun to blur together like wet watercolors, each hour bleeding into the next.

"Just . . . stay awake," she said, dabbing at the canvas. The surreal landscape she'd been working on shifted before her eyes. What had started as a simple desert scene had morphed into something else entirely—geometric shapes floating above twisted purple dunes, while what might have been birds or shadows or neither wheeled through a green sky. The longer she stared, the more the shapes seemed to contort, as if trying to escape the confines of the canvas.

A car horn blared outside, and she blinked. Her cramped studio apartment came back into focus, along with the smell of turpentine and coffee grounds. Some canvases were covered with sheets—the ones she couldn't bear to look at anymore, the ones that felt wrong somehow. Bills were scattered across her small desk, most stamped with angry red letters. A countertop of empty coffee cups sat by her sink, a caffeinated graveyard.

"This is fine," Emma said to no one in particular. "Everything's fine."

Her phone buzzed. A text from her sister, Sarah: Are you still awake? This isn't healthy, Em. James said he stopped by yesterday and you were . . . different.

Emma ignored it, turning back to her painting. The brushstrokes were becoming erratic, the colors mixing in ways she hadn't intended. Frustrated, she threw the brush into a jar of murky water.

"I can't work like this. I can't think like this." Exhaustion made her tongue feel thick.

Her laptop glowed from the corner of her desk. She'd spent hours researching insomnia cures, trying everything from meditation apps to herbal teas. Nothing worked. The doctor she could afford only offered the same useless advice: better sleep hygiene, no screens before bed, regular exercise. As if jogging would fix whatever was broken in her brain.

A new email notification popped up. The subject line caught her attention: Sleep Problems? We Have Solutions.

Normally, Emma would have deleted such an obvious spam message. But desperation had a way of changing one's standards. She clicked.

The website was bare-bones, black text on white background, offering various sleep medications without prescriptions. No pictures, no testimonials, just a simple order form and a list of effects: Enhanced rest. Lucid dreaming. Expanded consciousness. Everything in her screamed that this was a terrible idea, but exhaustion had worn away her better judgment.

She ordered the pills.

Two hours later, a knock at her door made her jump. A courier—at this hour? The delivery person's face was oddly forgettable, their voice a monotone as they handed her a small package and disappeared down the hall before she could even sign anything.

Emma stared at the unmarked white bottle in her hands. The pills inside were an unusual shade of blue-black, like deepwater pearls.

"What's the worst that could happen?" she asked her empty apartment. "Death by sleep deprivation, or death by sketchy internet pills?"

She swallowed one with the rest of her cold coffee.

At first, nothing happened. Then, slowly, a strange sensation began to spread through her body. Not drowsiness—quite the opposite. Everything became sharper, clearer, as if she'd spent her whole life looking through a dirty window and someone had finally wiped it clean. Colors intensified. The constant fog of exhaustion lifted like a veil being drawn away from her eyes.

Emma waited for sleep to come, but it didn't. Instead, she felt more awake than she had in years. Her mind cleared as ideas for paintings flooded her consciousness.

She grabbed a fresh canvas and began to work. Hours flew by, but fatigue never came. The sun rose, painting her studio in golden light, and still she worked, feeling no need to rest.

By noon she had completed three paintings, each more strange than anything she'd done before. Her hands were steady. Her thoughts were clear. She hadn't slept a wink, and somehow, impossibly, she felt fantastic.

"I don't need sleep," she said, staring at her reflection in the bathroom mirror. She noticed, just for a moment, her reflection smiled a fraction of a second after she did.

  ​​2. The Veil Lifts

Emma stood at her window, watching the morning unfold. A week had passed since she'd taken the mysterious pill, and she hadn't slept a single minute. She didn't need to.

"Seven forty-two," she said, checking her phone.

Right on schedule, Mrs. Frank from the apartment below emerged to water her sidewalk plants. Three teenagers slouched past on their way to school, heads bent at identical angles over their phones. A man in a charcoal suit power-walked toward the subway entrance.

Seven forty-three.

Everyone stopped.

Emma pressed her forehead against the cool glass, counting. One. Two. Three. Then, like a video resuming play, they all continued their morning routines—except for the woman in the red coat across the street, who had turned to stare directly at Emma's window.

"You see it too," Emma said, but by the time she blinked, the woman had vanished.

Behind her, dozens of canvases cluttered her studio. What had once been subtle suggestions of wrongness in her work had evolved into deliberate mappings of impossibility. The latest piece featured a subway station where the tracks curved up into Klein bottle configurations, while commuters' shadows stretched in directions that had no relationship to the light sources.

Her phone buzzed. Sarah again: Need to talk about your latest Instagram posts. People are worried.

Emma glanced at her most recent painting. The longer she looked, the more details emerged: tiny geometries nested within larger ones, shadows that contained universes, colors that seemed to pulse with their own inner
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