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Veilwake

By Kenneth Thomas
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PROLOGUE: THE ECHO of Thought 

––––––––
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THE VIAL TREMBLED BETWEEN Ezra Vance’s fingers.

Inside, the liquid pulsed—faintly, impossibly, as if syncing to his heartbeat. Light twisted in its depths, shifting in hues that didn’t exist. It wasn’t just a chemical compound.

It was alive.

The weight of the moment settled into his chest. His hands weren’t shaking from nerves—they were shaking from certainty.

If he drank this, something would change.

He could feel it in his bones, a primal instinct screaming at him to stop.

But he wouldn’t.

Failure had left him no choice.

Once, his name had meant something.

Ezra Vance. Biochemical visionary. The man who nearly rewired the way human beings understood each other.

And the man who ruined everything.

E-61: The neuro-link experiment that sent a test subject into a permanent coma. The first death he was responsible for.

E-66: A synthetic empathy drug that caused violent psychotic episodes. He watched a man claw his own face off.

E-70: The serum that should have cured emotional dysregulation. Instead, the subjects forgot who they were.

He had sworn there wouldn’t be another mistake. No more failures.

And yet—

E-73 sat in his trembling grip.

The last experiment of a wasted genius.

And this time, he wouldn’t test it on anyone else.

This time, it was him.

Ezra turned the vial, his reflection warping in the curved glass.

Hollow eyes. Sharp cheekbones. The look of a man who had spent too much time alone with his own mind.

The last five years had been spent in exile, locked in his lab, chasing a ghost of an idea. His colleagues had abandoned him. His funding had vanished.

And yet, here it was.

The answer.

The vial glowed faintly in the dim light.

E-73: The empathy drug.

Not a suppressant. Not a stimulant.

A direct link between minds.

A neural bridge.

A door.

He had rewritten every chemical pathway he could. Perfected the formula. Eliminated the side effects. Controlled the variables.

There was no reason for it to fail.

And yet—

He hesitated.

Because despite everything, some small, desperate part of him knew.

Some doors weren’t meant to be opened.

Ezra exhaled.

No more hesitation. No more fear.

He tipped the vial to his lips—

And drank.

It hit instantly.

Not a slow burn. Not a creeping sensation.

A collision.

A pulse—**deep, electric—**snapped through his spine.

His breath locked. His vision blurred.

The world around him thickened, the air compressing like an invisible force pressing inward.

His pupils expanded. His heartbeat stuttered.

Then the breach came.

Not voices. Not hallucination.

Contact.

A presence.

No—thousands of them.

It crashed into him, a flood of borrowed thoughts—a network of minds tangled in a vast, incomprehensible web of consciousness.

Grief. Longing. Joy. Fear.

Not his own.

Not his own.

The sheer weight of it sent him staggering back, knocking over instruments on his cluttered desk. The impact barely registered.

The world had changed.

He wasn’t alone in his own mind anymore.

The thoughts weren’t random.

They were structured. Interwoven.

Not chaotic. Designed.

Ezra struggled for air, his fingers gripping the edge of the table. His mind fought for dominance, but the surge of foreign emotions wasn’t receding.

It was fitting.

Like it had always been there. Like he had simply forgotten.

His pulse hammered against his ribs.

And beneath the static, something moved.

Not a person. Not a mind.

Something larger.

A thought surfaced—clear, deliberate.

Not his own.

You are awake now.

The words didn’t come in sound. They formed inside him.

Ezra’s stomach turned to ice.

This wasn’t supposed to happen. **He was supposed to hear thoughts—**not be heard.

Not be noticed.

His hands trembled.

You are awake now.

Not a greeting.

A confirmation.

Ezra forced himself to move, stumbling backward, breath shallow. He reached for his notepad, his phone—anything to ground himself.

But his vision warped.

The room shifted.

For a fraction of a second—

He wasn’t in his lab anymore.

He was somewhere else.

Somewhere wrong.

The moment passed.

But the damage was done.

Ezra’s hands were ice-cold. His skin felt like it didn’t fit right.

The air in the room was different now.

Like he wasn’t the only one breathing it.

He grabbed a pen with shaking fingers, scrawling the only words that mattered.

E-73 was not a drug.

It was a signal.

And something had answered.
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Chapter 1: The Fractured Signal
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Ezra Vance woke to the sound of his own heartbeat.

A deep, rhythmic thud-thud-thud, loud enough that it seemed to reverberate through the room. His skin was damp with sweat, his breath uneven. Something was wrong.

The remnants of a dream—**no, not a dream, an experience—**clung to the edges of his mind, slipping away like water through cupped hands.

For a moment, he wasn’t sure where he was.

Then the pieces snapped into place.

His lab. The cluttered apartment above it. The remains of last night’s experiment.

E-73.

His body tensed. The breach. The presence. The voice.

It had spoken to him.

You are awake now.

The words lingered like an aftertaste.

He sat up too fast. The world lagged, as if reality itself had to catch up.

Ezra squeezed his eyes shut, steadying himself. First symptom: temporal desynchronization. His brain was still processing residual data from the network—the vast, incomprehensible mass of minds he had felt the night before.

Felt. Not imagined. Not hallucinated. Felt.

He touched his forehead. No fever. No nausea. No immediate cognitive damage. That was good.

But something wasn’t right.

His apartment was too quiet.

Not in a comforting way. Not in a Sunday morning, world still asleep kind of way.

An absence.

Ezra’s pulse ticked up.

The city should have been alive outside his window—distant sirens, engines humming, the distant pulse of restless bodies moving through their cycles.

Instead, there was nothing.

No traffic. No voices.

Not even the wind.

His grip tightened around the bedsheets.

What the hell?

Slowly, he swung his legs over the edge of the bed. The floor beneath him felt off.

Not wrong, exactly.

But different.

Like stepping onto a surface that should be solid—but still gives, just a little.

His gaze drifted across the apartment. Everything looked normal.

Too normal.

The desk covered in notes. The coffee mug he had left out overnight. The blinking red light on his answering machine—

Ezra frowned.

His what?

He hadn’t had an answering machine since 2014.

But there it was.

The small, outdated device sat on the counter near the sink, its red light blinking with a single new message.

A slow, crawling chill worked its way up his spine.

He forced himself to stand, his bare feet cool against the floor. Each step toward the machine felt heavier.

The light continued to blink.

One. Steady. Pulse.

Ezra reached out—hesitated—then pressed play.

A burst of static hissed through the tiny speaker.

Then—a voice.

Not distorted. Not robotic.

His own voice.

"Ezra, if you’re hearing this—"

A crackle. A pause.

"You’re not real."

Ezra’s stomach dropped.

The message cut out.

The answering machine vanished.

Not exploded. Not shattered.

Vanished.

One blink, and it was just gone.

Like it had never been there at all.

A sharp pulse of nausea hit him.

Ezra staggered back, gripping the edge of the desk. His vision swam for a second before snapping back into clarity.

This wasn’t just a hallucination.

Something was wrong with reality.

His breath came shallow. He turned sharply, grabbing his phone from the desk, his fingers shaking slightly.

No signal.

Ezra stared at the screen, brows furrowing. That wasn’t normal.

Even in a blackout, the device should have at least registered a network attempt.

But it showed nothing.

No Wi-Fi. No cell service. No connection to anything.

His pulse ticked up further.

He tried calling Isla Marquez, his only trusted confidant in the field.

Call failed.

He tried another number. No connection.

And then, before he could try again—

The screen flickered.

A sharp burst of static cracked through the speaker, though the call hadn’t connected.

And then—

A voice.

A distorted, radio-like frequency, layered over itself a thousand times.

"You are still dreaming, Ezra."

His stomach twisted into knots.

"Wake up."

The call cut to silence.

Ezra’s breath locked.

His phone screen was blank.

No call log. No incoming number.

Just the home screen, glowing dully in his shaking hands.

The voice hadn’t been his.

And yet, somehow—

It had known his name.
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Chapter 2: The Signal That Shouldn’t Exist
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The silence stretched.

Ezra sat frozen in his chair, his breath the only sound in the room. His eyes stayed locked on the message glowing from his phone screen:

WELCOME, EZRA.

THE PATH TO UNDERSTANDING BEGINS.

His fingers hovered over the keyboard, his heartbeat hammering against his ribs. He tried to type a response, but the words refused to come.

His phone had no service. No Wi-Fi. No connection.

So how the hell had he received a message?

Something was watching him.

He exhaled slowly, forcing himself to think through the rising nausea twisting in his gut. Was this another effect of E-73? A prolonged hallucination? A psychotic break?

No.

The experiment was designed to enhance empathy—not hijack technology. Not rewrite reality.

The message on the screen blinked twice. Then—it changed.

FIND THE SOURCE.

Ezra swallowed hard.

The source of what?

His hands clenched into fists. His mind raced through every possible explanation—neurological side effects, a breakdown, a post-experimental dissociation.

But he knew, deep down, this was not his mind playing tricks on him.

This was something else.

Another notification appeared on his phone.

A location ping. A set of coordinates.

Ezra hesitated before clicking the link.

A map opened. The location was just outside the city, near the abandoned industrial district.

His pulse quickened.

That facility had been shut down ten years ago.

No power. No access. Nothing left.

And yet...

Someone—or something—wanted him to go there.

His eyes flicked back to the computer screen.

The message was gone.

In its place—static.

His instincts screamed to ignore it.

To turn off his phone. To stay in the apartment. To pretend none of this was happening.

But his curiosity was stronger.

Something about the signal felt unfinished. Like an unsolved equation burning at the edges of his consciousness.

He needed to know.

45 Minutes Later – Outside the Industrial District

Ezra pulled his car to a stop at the edge of the abandoned complex.

The air smelled of rust and stagnant water. A thick fog clung to the skeletal remains of old buildings, their windows hollowed out like empty eye sockets.

The place was dead.

Or at least, it should have been.

His phone vibrated in his pocket. He pulled it out, expecting another message from the unknown entity.

But the screen was blank.

No Wi-Fi. No cell service.

Yet... the notification light was still blinking.

Ezra’s mouth went dry.

Something was still transmitting.

He stepped out of the car, boots crunching against gravel. The coordinates led deeper inside the ruins.

The silence pressed against him, heavy and unnatural.

Every step felt wrong.

Like walking into a place that had been waiting for him.

Ahead—a light.

Dim. Flickering.

Coming from inside one of the old buildings.

Ezra clenched his fists.

No one should be here.

He advanced slowly, footsteps measured, his nerves screaming at him to turn back.

But he pressed on, drawn forward by the quiet pull of something unseen.

At the entrance, he hesitated.

The door was slightly ajar, revealing only darkness beyond.

A whisper of static crackled through his phone.

Then—a voice.

His own voice.

"Come inside, Ezra."

His throat closed.

No.

No, no, no.
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