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Dedication
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For those who have questioned what is real
while everything felt convincing.
For the minds that linger between awareness and silence,
searching for a signal that proves they are still here.
This story exists for the space in between.

— Steven M. McDonald
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Prologue
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You wake to a room that already knows you. The light falls where it always falls, the same precise rectangle pressed against the wall. The clock on the table performs its duty with mechanical patience—tick, pause, tick—as if it is waiting to see whether you are going to keep up. The air is obedient. It hums in polite agreement with the outlets and the vent and the hidden wires that never stop talking.

You tell yourself this is what it means to wake late after too little sleep: the world lagging half a second behind you. You reach for the phone on the nightstand. The screen does not light. It reflects only your own unlit eyes. When you press the button, nothing happens. Your fingerprint remains on the glass like a faint bruise.

The ceiling creaks. The house clears its throat. Everything performs exactly as expected, but it is the precision that feels wrong—the way each sound arrives on cue, as if some unseen audience is watching the rehearsal of a day they have already memorized.

You rise. The sheet catches on your knees for a heartbeat longer than fabric should. You walk across the floor and every board gives the same small sigh, perfectly spaced, no variation, no chance. In the bathroom the mirror greets you, slower than it should, your reflection blinking a half-beat late.

Your face is yours, but the color beneath the eyes looks rehearsed, almost painted. There’s a pale line along the hairline, something like adhesive residue or a memory that never belonged to you. You lean closer; the mirror corrects itself, and the line vanishes.

The faucet turns. Water hits porcelain with an amplified clarity that doesn’t belong in houses. You cup it, splash your face. A bead slides down your chin, refuses to fall, then drops all at once. You watch it land. The sound is too loud for its size.

The kitchen greets you with optimism. The radio is already awake, a voice you don’t recognize saying, Good morning, twice, in the same breath but two different tones. The kettle is warm; you never remember lighting the burner. You grind coffee and the grinder sings in a clean metallic whine that drills through the quiet. The smell is wrong: a trace of citrus over chemical—fresh hospital mixed with burnt toast.

You pour. The surface of the liquid trembles, proud, convex, until gravity remembers itself. The spoon is wet before it touches the cup. You pretend not to notice. The hum of the refrigerator takes on rhythm: three notes. Beep. Beep. Beep.

You sit at the table. The mug steams. Outside the window the world holds its pose—a woman walking a dog, a truck idling, a child on a bicycle—each caught in the moment before motion. Then the scene resumes, as if someone pressed play again. The child glides forward without pedaling, repeating the same five yards of street. The woman’s laugh stutters between two syllables. The truck’s logo faces the wrong direction.

You blink, and the world remembers how to continue. Coffee tastes metallic, faintly bloody. You swallow anyway.

The clock over the stove says 7:14. You look away. When you look back it says 7:14 again. A fly moves across the wall, but its wings don’t make a sound.

You put on your shoes. The laces are already tied. Keys wait in your hand. The photograph by the door shows a shoreline you have never visited. The frame is crooked; when you straighten it, it tilts again the moment you blink. The glass under your knuckle is warm.

Down the stairs, an old man nods as you pass. “Morning,” he says. Then again, same word, smaller smile, “Morning.” You echo it once and feel it echo back twice.

Outside, the air fits your skin too perfectly, like it has measured you. The sky is the right shade of blue but without temperature. You slide into your car, breathe in the faint sterile scent clinging to the upholstery. The engine hums alive, steady, expectant. The radio turns itself on to a voice you’ve never chosen. Underneath it, the same rhythm follows: Beep. Beep. Beep.

Two turns, the same route. The bakery breathes out its bread-scent ghost. A billboard smiles with a woman who stares too long, her pupils tracking you. The world looks practiced.

At the red light your reflection in the rearview blinks late again. There’s that pale line along the hairline—fine, deliberate, like something meant to be hidden. The light stays red longer than it should. You breathe and the breath feels staged. The radio static rearranges itself into almost-words, syllables that nearly mean something. One of them sounds like your name.

Green. The car obeys. Trees pattern sunlight across the asphalt. You tell yourself this is fine. The world’s edges hold. The hospital you pass looks blank and kind, a face made of windows. You don’t look directly, but you notice its white curtains ripple to a rhythm matching the three-note pulse.

Beep. Beep. Beep.

A voice, faint, polite, underneath it: Stay with me.

You turn up the volume. Only static.

The next intersection drags. Sound flattens. You feel the car’s tires slide over something too smooth. The horizon wavers, a thin band of brightness sharpening into white. Headlights approach from the opposite lane, wide apart, steady. You tap the brake; the pedal gives before you touch it.

For a heartbeat the world holds its breath. The rhythm in your ears syncs to your pulse. Beep. Beep. Beep.

Then the approaching car decides not to exist in the way real things do. The light consumes its edges. The steering wheel softens in your hands. Metal should scream, but it doesn’t. The sound that comes is not collision but distance—a hush from far away, as if the accident is happening in another room.

White floods everything. Leaves detach from color. The guardrail bends slowly, politely. You feel pressure where your seatbelt should be and then not at all. Your breath shortens into fragments. Coffee still burns somewhere in your stomach.

Voices begin to speak from behind the white. One says, “Pressure.” Another answers with a number. They sound professional, bored, far away.

Your thoughts scatter like paper. You are aware of movement that doesn’t belong to muscles. Air carries the taste of electricity.

The light thickens into a room with no walls. You are lying down—or floating—on fabric softer than anything you own. The air hums. Not the same hum as before; this one is deeper, slower. The sound arranges itself into language: Beep. ... Beep. ...

You try to open your mouth. Something holds your jaw still. You try to move a hand. The idea of fingers exists but not the fingers themselves. Somewhere near your left arm, warmth touches skin that may not be yours. A hand—gloved, maybe—presses against your wrist, two fingers finding the pulse.

Someone speaks above you: a blur of words. You catch fragments: “We’ve got... him... pressure’s holding... bring it up.”

You want to tell them you’re awake. That you can hear them. That everything is all right. But the mouth belongs to distance.

The white breathes in and out. Time stretches. If there is pain, it’s happening elsewhere.

You sense movement—rolling, gentle, as though your body rests on wheels. Voices overlap, a rhythm of command and confirmation. A shape crosses the brightness, head bent, face haloed in sterile light. For a heartbeat you think you know them, that you’ve seen that face somewhere ordinary—on a street, a photograph, a mirror. The thought fades before you can keep it.

The beeping steadies. Beep. ... Beep. ...

You float again, neither body nor thought, suspended in a moment that refuses to end.

The memory of driving flickers. The red light. The turn signal. The world rehearsing itself. It feels like someone else’s story looping back to the start.

Then stillness, absolute and kind. The white becomes everything. You feel yourself thinning, dissolving into sound. Somewhere beyond the brightness a door closes softly.

You are not sure whether you hear it through ears or memory.

Silence unfolds. Wide, endless, immaculate.

You are here. Very here. More here than you have ever been.

Everything chooses silence.
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