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The First Night He Stayed Awake

At exactly 3:00 AM, the world screamed.

It began as a vibration.

Detective Elias Vance had been staring at the ceiling for forty-two minutes, tracking the cracks in the plaster like fault lines in a dying planet. Sleep had abandoned him three nights ago. The insomnia wasn’t the restless kind—it was heavy, electric. Like the air before a lightning strike.

3:00 AM blinked red on the digital clock beside his bed.

The sound hit a half-second later.

Not from outside. Not from the hallway. Not from any one direction.

Everywhere.

A human scream—billions layered into a single, planet-sized shriek. It wasn’t chaos. It was synchronized. Perfectly aligned. A chorus of pure, primal terror vibrating through drywall, concrete, and bone.

Elias didn’t scream.

His lungs locked.

The glass of water on his nightstand trembled, tiny ripples skittering across its surface. Car alarms erupted in the distance. Dogs howled. Somewhere in the apartment complex, something shattered.

Ten seconds.

Exactly ten.

Then silence.

The kind of silence that feels wrong. Artificial. Like the world had just been unplugged and plugged back in.

Elias sat up slowly, heart punching against his ribs. His palms were wet. His throat burned as if he had been screaming too, though he had no memory of making a sound.

Outside, traffic resumed.

A neighbour’s television clicked on.

Life continued.

He grabbed his phone with shaking fingers and opened the news.

Nothing.

No alerts. No emergency broadcasts. No mass hysteria trending. Social feeds showed photos of food, arguments about politics, memes posted at 2:59 AM and again at 3:02 AM as if nothing had happened between.

He switched to the police scanner app.

Routine chatter. A noise complaint. A DUI stop. A lost dog.

No report of a global scream.

Elias swung his legs off the bed and stood. His knees felt hollow. His reflection in the mirror looked thinner than yesterday, eyes bloodshot and rimmed in grey.

He knew what he’d heard.

He walked to the window and pulled the blinds apart two inches.

Across the city, lights flicked on in apartment towers like a nervous system firing in sequence. Thousands of windows glowing at once. Not gradually. Instantly.

They’d heard it.

All of them.

And yet by sunrise, no one would remember.

He didn’t know how he knew that.

He just did.

The next morning confirmed it.

Elias watched his partner stir sugar into burnt station coffee like it was any other Tuesday.

“You look like hell,” Marisol Greene said, not looking up.

“You hear anything last night?” he asked.

She frowned. “Like what?”

“At three.”

“Three what?”

“In the morning.”

She shrugged. “I was asleep, man. Unlike you.”

He scanned the bullpen. Forty officers. Civilians. Phones buzzing. Laughter. Arguments over paperwork.

No tension.

No mention of screaming.

He pulled up social media again. The timestamp gap between 2:59 and 3:00 AM felt like staring at a missing tooth in reality. A black space where something should be.

“You’re spiralling,” Marisol muttered. “Take a damn sleeping pill.”

Elias opened his mouth to argue—

And froze.

A man across the room stood perfectly still.

Officer Henley.

He wasn’t moving. Not blinking. Not breathing.

Just standing beside his desk, eyes open, unfocused.

Then Henley inhaled sharply and blinked.

“—and then she says that’s not my goat,” he continued mid-sentence, laughing with the officers around him.

No one else noticed.

Elias’s stomach tightened.

He checked the wall clock.

3:17 PM.

Something cold slid into his spine.

That night, he prepared.

If the world was going to scream again, he would not miss it.

He taped his phone to the bedroom wall facing him, recording in slow motion. He set a second device on the dresser aimed at the doorway. He positioned a mirror to catch angles he couldn’t see directly.

He left every light on.

At 2:58 AM, his heartbeat began syncing with the clock.

2:59.

The air thickened.

It wasn’t imagination. The room felt pressurized. His ears popped.

3:00.

The scream detonated.

It ripped through him like an electrical surge. This time, he felt it physically—like hands squeezing his lungs from the inside.

And then—

Movement.

The shadow in the corner of his room detached from the wall.

It peeled away like liquid smoke rising in reverse. Not humanoid. Not animal. Something stretched and wrong, edges fraying like burned film.

It leaned toward him.

Elias tried to move.

His body wouldn’t respond.

The entity flickered—glitching in and out of perception. Every time it shifted, the scream intensified, harmonizing with its motion.

It didn’t have eyes.

But it was looking at him.

Feeding.

He felt it—something tugging at his chest. At his mind. Pulling fear like threads from a wound.

Ten seconds.

The scream cut off.

The shadow snapped back into the corner like it had never left.

Elias collapsed forward, gasping.

The clock read 3:00:10 AM.

He scrambled for the phone, hands shaking, and stopped the recording.

Playback.

At first, nothing. Just him frozen in bed, mouth wide, silent scream contorting his face.

Then the shadows.

They moved.

On camera, they moved.

Dark fractures spreading along the walls like oil in water. The corner of the room bending inward as if something massive pressed against it from another dimension.

And in one frame—just one—something thin and jagged leaned inches from his face.

Elias dropped the phone.

His reflection in the black screen didn’t look alone.

Behind him, in the glass—

A darker shape lingered.

Watching.

Waiting for 3:00 again.

He didn’t go to work the next day.

Instead, he ordered high-speed cameras. Industrial ones. The kind used to 

capture ballistic impacts and structural stress tests. He drained his savings without hesitation.

If something stepped into this world for ten seconds every night, he would see it clearly.

And if he could see it—

Maybe he could stop it.

Or maybe, a quieter thought whispered—

Maybe the more he saw, the more it would see him.

That night, at 2:59 AM, he sat in a ring of lenses.

Alone.

Waiting.

And somewhere in the deep collective unconscious of humanity, something else was waiting too.

Hungry.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1: The Hour Between Breaths
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Elias Vance learned quickly that insomnia had a smell.

It wasn’t just stale coffee and unwashed sheets. It was ozone in the back of the throat, metallic and sharp, like the air after a transformer blew. It was the sour tang of sweat that never fully dried because your body never truly relaxed. It was the faint burn of overheated electronics because you’d been running cameras all night, every night, as if proof could substitute for rest.

At 2:41 AM, his apartment felt like a surveillance van without the comfort of distance. Tripods crowded the corners. Cables snaked across the floor like black veins. A laptop sat open on the kitchen table, its screen divided into a grid of feeds that showed the same room from different angles—ceiling, doorway, bed, window, mirror.

Elias sat on the edge of his couch and stared at the clock.

His eyes were sandpaper. His thoughts came in slow, heavy clumps, each one dragging a chain behind it. But beneath the exhaustion was something worse: anticipation. A tightening in his chest that didn’t ease no matter how many times he told himself he was in control of this. He wasn’t.

No one was, not at 3:00 AM.

He’d gone to the precinct earlier, just long enough to pull what he needed without drawing attention. The evidence room logbook didn’t ask questions. Neither did the quartermaster when Elias checked out a portable floodlight and a thermal imager with a cracked casing. Police property disappeared all the time, usually into the trunks of officers who wanted a little extra protection off-duty. Elias didn’t bother with the lie. He simply didn’t offer an explanation.

Marisol had called twice.

He ignored the first ring. Let the second go to voicemail.

On the third, he answered just to stop the buzzing, his fingers trembling against the phone as if it were alive.

“Where are you?” she demanded. “You missed briefing. Captain’s asking.”

“I’m sick.”

“Bull.” There was a pause, and the tone shifted—not softer, but more careful. “Eli... you’ve been weird. You’re not sleeping. You’re staring at people like you’re waiting for them to glitch.”

He swallowed. His tongue felt too large for his mouth. “I need a few days.”

“A few days for what?”

“For... for my head to stop being loud.”

A longer silence. Then, a sigh like she was pinching the bridge of her nose. “If you’re using again—”

“I’m not.” The words came out too fast, too sharp. He forced himself to breathe. “I’m not using.”

“Then tell me what’s happening.”

He looked at the laptop grid. His own apartment stared back at him from a dozen angles, empty except for his hunched silhouette. The room looked harmless on screen, like a reality show set. But he knew what lived in the corners at 3:00 AM. He’d seen it. And the worst part was that he could still feel it—an aftertaste of fear left behind on the soul.

“I can’t,” he said.

“You can,” Marisol snapped. “You’re choosing not to.”

Elias shut his eyes. Behind his eyelids, he saw the frame from the phone recording: a thin, jagged shape leaning toward him, like a bent nail prying at a locked door.

“No,” he whispered. “I’m choosing to keep you safe.”

“What?”

But he’d already ended the call.

He set the phone face-down, like that could stop it from ringing again. Like it could stop the world from collapsing into ten seconds of synchronized terror.

He checked the cameras for the fifth time. Red record lights blinked steady. Storage drives were mounted, fresh and empty. He adjusted the floodlight to face the darkest corner of the living room—where the shadow pooled unnaturally even with every lamp on.

The thermal imager sat on the table beside him, its screen a dull greenish grey.

He lifted it and scanned the room.

Couch: warm where he’d been sitting.

Kitchen: faint heat signature from the laptop fan.

Corners: colder, as expected.

Except one.

In the far corner near the coat rack, there was a faint distortion—like the cold wasn’t cold enough. Like something was displacing the air but not emitting heat. A hole in the room’s temperature.

Elias lowered the imager.

The corner looked normal. Just an angle of drywall painted beige, a small scuff near the baseboard, a hanging coat that hadn
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