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Chapter 1: Residual Echoes
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The transition from dream to waking was never a gentle slope for Maeve Lin. It was a cliff edge.

One moment she was falling through a void of static white noise, the next she was gasping, her lungs burning as if she’d been submerged in ice water. The familiar, suffocating weight of consciousness crashed back down on her chest. The red digits of her bedside clock bled through the darkness. 3:14 AM.

Seattle was doing what it did best, rain slashing against the blackout curtains of her studio apartment with a relentless, tinny drumbeat. Beside her, the white noise machine hummed aggressively, fighting a losing battle against the storm.

Maeve sat up, her hand automatically going to her left temple. The Morpheus band was still there, a cool strip of titanium curved around her head like a digital crown of thorns. A soft, pulsing blue LED indicated it had finished its nocturnal harvest. The hardware itself was years old, a relic of SomniCorp's early lab days, but this new firmware update (the one they forced on the Level 3 testers this month) was a completely different beast. It wasn't just tracking REM cycles anymore; it was actively synthesizing dream data.

She hadn’t wanted to wear it tonight. She never wanted to wear it. But the alternative was lying awake until dawn, staring at the water stains on the ceiling, replaying the last phone call she’d had with Liam five years ago. The Morpheus band was supposed to be a crutch, a way to trick her brain into resting by giving her a screen to look at when she woke up, proving she had actually achieved REM sleep.

Maeve swung her legs over the edge of the mattress, her bare feet hitting the cold hardwood floor. She reached for her phone on the nightstand, her fingers trembling slightly from the adrenaline spike of waking. The screen illuminated her pale, gaunt face in the dark room. Dark circles bruised the skin beneath her mismatched eyes, one brown, one pale grey.

She opened the SomniCorp app. The interface was sleek, minimalist, and sterile: a dark background with a single, central play button hovering over a waveform graph. Sleep Quality. 12%. Abysmal, as usual. But there was a thumbnail. A ten-second clip waiting for her.

Normally, her dream clips were mundane, blurry, and sepia-toned. A hallway she didn't recognize. A cup of coffee spilling in slow motion. The fragmented, useless detritus of a exhausted mind.

She tapped the play button.

The video filled the screen. The quality was instantly different. There was no sepia wash. The image was sharp, almost painfully high-definition, lit by a harsh, clinical white light. The perspective was strictly first-person. Maeve was looking down at gloved hands, black leather, tightly cinched at the wrists.

The hands were hovering in front of a woman. The woman was on her knees, her back to the camera, wearing a sleek silver evening gown. Her hands were clutching her own throat, her nails digging into the skin. She was making no sound. The video had no audio, but the agonizing contortion of the woman’s face screamed. She was choking.

Maeve’s breath hitched. She had never had a nightmare this visceral. She didn't even know this woman.

The gloved hands reached down, grabbing a fistful of the woman’s blonde hair, yanking her head backward. The woman’s eyes bulged, wide and terrified, staring directly into the lens of the camera, staring directly into Maeve’s eyes.

But it wasn’t the woman’s face that made Maeve’s heart stop. It wasn't the violence of the action.

It was the reflection in the floor-to-ceiling mirror behind the victim.

The room they were in was impossible. It was a perfect cube, walled entirely in mirrors, but the reflections didn't match up. In the mirror, the gravity seemed inverted; the reflections of the lights were on the floor, not the ceiling. There were no doors. No windows. Just an endless, disorienting hall of mirrors that looked like an M.C. Escher painting brought to life.

And standing behind the choking woman, his face clearly visible in the warped reflection, was the man wearing the black gloves.

The phone slipped from Maeve’s numb fingers. It clattered loudly against the hardwood floor, the screen flickering but continuing to play the loop. Ten seconds of silence. Ten seconds of a woman dying. Ten seconds of a face Maeve had spent five years trying to forget.

High cheekbones. A sharp jawline dusted with dark stubble. A scar on his left eyebrow from a childhood bicycle accident.

Liam.

Her fiancé. Her dead fiancé.

Maeve dry-heaved, doubling over on the edge of the bed. She pressed her hands against her eyes, hard enough to see sparks. It’s a glitch. It’s an AI hallucination. The Morpheus band was a beta prototype; the app was known for "generative filling" - extrapolating missing data from a dreamer's subconscious to complete an image. It had pulled Liam’s face from her memories and plastered it onto a nightmare.

That was the only logical explanation.

But the sheer terror in the victim's eyes didn't look generated. And the room. Maeve knew that room. Not from reality, but from a notebook Liam had kept in college. He used to sketch impossible architecture. Rooms with no doors. Rooms where mirrors reflected things that weren't there.

A sudden, violent pounding on her apartment door shattered the silence of the storm.

"Maeve Lin! Seattle Police! Open the door, now!"

Maeve froze, her blood turning to ice water. She looked at the phone on the floor, the video looping endlessly in the dark. The gloved hands. The impossible room. Liam's face.

"Ms. Lin, we have a warrant! Open the door!"

She slowly stood up, her legs feeling like they were made of wet sand. She wasn't under investigation. She hadn't done anything. But as she walked toward the door, a horrifying thought crept into her mind, a cold slither of paranoia that wrapped around her spine.

If the app recorded her dreams, and if the app thought she was Liam,

Who was controlling the hands?
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Chapter 2: The Dead Don't Dream
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The two uniformed officers who pushed into her apartment looked distinctly uncomfortable. They avoided looking directly at the cramped, pill-littered space, their eyes darting toward the corners as if expecting an ambush. Behind them, a man in a rumpled trench coat stepped over the threshold, bringing the smell of stale coffee, nicotine gum, and wet Seattle pavement with him.

Detective Ezra Vance didn't look like a cop who dealt with tech billionaires. He looked like a guy who had been chewed up by the system and spat back out, left to harden in the rain. His dark hair was graying at the temples, and his flat, unreadable gray eyes swept over Maeve with the cold efficiency of a scanning machine.

"Maeve Lin," Vance said, his voice a low rasp. It wasn't a question. He flipped open a small leather notepad. "Twenty-eight years old. Former MIT neuro-tech fellow. Currently employed as a Level 3 beta-tester for SomniCorp."

"I haven't done anything," Maeve said, wrapping her arms tightly around her chest. She was acutely aware of the Morpheus band still on her head. She reached up to take it off, but Vance’s eyes snapped to the movement.

"Leave it," he ordered. "We'll need to confiscate that."

"Confiscate? On what grounds?"

Vance ignored her, stepping further into the apartment. He nodded to one of the uniforms, who immediately walked over to Maeve's nightstand and began bagging her prescription bottles - Ambien, Trazodone, Clonazepam.

"Anya Rostova was found dead two hours ago," Vance said, turning to face her. The name meant nothing to Maeve, but the way Vance said it carried the weight of a guillotine blade dropping. "Strangled in her penthouse apartment on Capitol Hill."

"I'm sorry to hear that, but what does that have to do with me?"

"Ms. Rostova was a venture capitalist," Vance continued, pacing slowly. "She was the lead investor backing a competitor to SomniCorp. A company developing a rival sleep-tech interface. She was also about to launch a federal investigation into SomniCorp's data harvesting practices."

Maeve’s stomach churned. She knew Anya Rostova by reputation in the tech circles, a shark in designer heels. But Maeve was just a tester. A insomniac data-point. "Detective, I don't know her. I've never met her."

"Maybe not in the waking world," Vance said softly. The words hung in the air, heavy and poisonous.

He reached into his trench coat pocket and pulled out a clear evidence bag. Inside was a tablet. The screen was on, displaying a frozen frame of a video.

Maeve’s knees nearly buckled. It was the same video. The same impossible mirrored room. The same gloved hands. The same blonde woman on her knees.

"How did you get that?" Maeve whispered, her voice barely audible over the rain. "That was on my phone. It’s a private, encrypted local file."

"SomniCorp has a backdoor into all their beta-tester data streams for 'quality assurance purposes,'" Vance said, his lip curling in disgust. "When Ms. Rostova was found














d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





