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​CHAPTER 1: ORDINARY LIFE
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The ceiling had seventeen cracks.

Alysa knew because she'd counted them. Twice. Once at 2:47 AM when the streetlight outside her window flickered and cast shadows that made the plaster look like spiderwebs. Again at 4:13 AM when a car alarm three blocks away finally shut off and left nothing but the hum of her refrigerator and the pulse in her ears.

Now it was 5:38 AM, and sleep remained somewhere beyond reach.

The pillow was too warm. Sheets tangled around her legs like they had opinions about where limbs should go. Rolling onto her side brought no relief. Neither did her back. Or her stomach. The positions cycled endlessly, a body searching for its own reset button that didn't exist.

Her mind moved in circles—work deadlines, bills still in their envelopes, that conversation with her mother lingering in the space where guilt lived. Nothing urgent. Nothing immediate. Just the low-grade static of a brain that refused to power down.

As Alysa stared at the ceiling, she remembered the hospital room ten years ago. Her father’s labored breathing, the beep of machines, her own eyes burning from sleepless nights at his bedside. She’d promised to take care of her mother after he was gone, but the bills kept coming, and sleep never did. The cancer had taken him slowly, night after night of watching him fade, her own exhaustion blending with grief until she couldn’t tell where one ended and the other began. Now, her mother’s treatments were mounting up—chemo sessions, doctor visits, medications that cost more than Alysa’s rent. She’d failed to keep that promise so far, scraping by in a dead-end job that barely covered the basics. 

The insomnia had started back then, a thief in the night that stole her rest and left her hollow.

The insomnia had been there for years. Long enough that mentioning it to doctors felt pointless. Their solutions never changed: meditation apps that made her more anxious, sleep hygiene routines that required going to bed at reasonable hours, expensive supplements that tasted like chalk and did nothing. Her body simply didn't obey the rules everyone else seemed to follow.

At six, the ceiling offered no new insights. The cracks remained seventeen. Possibly eighteen if the mark by the smoke detector counted as structural damage rather than dirt.

The bed won. Or lost, depending on perspective.

Her bare feet hit cold hardwood. The apartment was small—one bedroom, a galley kitchen, a living room that barely qualified as a room at all. It suited her. Fewer spaces meant fewer places for clutter to accumulate, and clutter required energy she didn't have.

The kitchen light buzzed when it came on. 

Another thing to fix. Agh!

Another thing that would stay broken because calling the landlord meant a conversation, and conversations required pretending to be a person who slept like normal people did.

Coffee first. Always coffee first.

The machine sputtered and hissed, filling the silence with something that felt almost companionable. Outside, the city was waking up—delivery trucks rumbling past, someone's dog barking three floors down, the muffled sound of a neighbor's alarm clock bleeding through thin walls. The world had rhythms. Patterns. A collective agreement about when to start and when to stop.

Alysa had never been good at agreements.

The coffee was too hot, so it sat on the counter while she stared out the window at the building across the street. Fourth floor, second window from the left—a man in a bathrobe stood at his sink, probably making his own coffee, probably having slept a solid seven hours. His routine was predictable. Every morning, same time, same place. It was almost comforting, watching someone else's life move with such precision.

Her phone buzzed on the counter. A notification. Then another.

Work emails. Always work emails. Her boss had a terrible habit of sending messages at 5 AM as if everyone else also existed in a state of perpetual wakefulness. Maybe he did. Maybe insomnia was contagious and she'd spread it without knowing.

The first email was about a project deadline. The second about a meeting. The third—

She stopped scrolling.

The subject line didn't match the others. No "RE:" or "FWD:" No corporate shorthand or vague urgency. Just a simple line of text:

Exclusive Opportunity – High Compensation Role

Spam, probably. Another recruiter hawking contract work that paid in exposure and false promises. She almost deleted it.

Almost.

Instead, her thumb hovered over the screen. Something about the message felt different. The sender's address wasn't the usual generic domain. It was clean, professional, and somehow specific—like it had been meant for her and no one else.

Curiosity was a dangerous thing at six in the morning.

She opened it.

The message was short. Direct. No fluff, no corporate pleasantries:

Ms. Alysa Reeves,

We've identified you as a candidate for a specialized position in a remote location. The role offers exceptional compensation, comprehensive benefits, and an opportunity to work in an environment designed for focus and productivity.

Details are attached. We believe this aligns with your skillset and personal needs.

Please review and respond within 48 hours if interested.

— Recruitment Division, 

Haven Enterprises

There was a PDF attachment. She clicked it before her brain caught up to tell her not to.

The document loaded slowly, line by line, like it was being revealed rather than opened.

Position: Research Analyst & Data Coordinator  

Location: Sleep Town (Remote community, 6-month contract)  

Compensation: $180,000 (plus housing, benefits, relocation covered)  

Start Date: Flexible within 30 days  

The numbers didn't make sense. Six months of work at that rate was more than she made in two years. The benefits listed were absurd—full medical, housing provided, meals included, even a discretionary stipend for personal expenses.

It read like a fantasy. Or a scam.

She kept reading.

The job description was vague but appealing—data analysis, research coordination, report generation. Nothing she hadn't done before. The hours were flexible. The team was small. The environment was described as "highly structured" and "conducive to deep work."

Then she reached the requirements section.

Most of it was standard—bachelor's degree, three years of experience, proficiency in analysis software. But near the bottom, in a smaller font, almost like an afterthought:

*All residents must adhere to community guidelines, including designated rest periods. Failure to comply may result in contract termination.*

Rest periods. An odd phrase. She assumed it meant something about work-life balance, some corporate mandate to prevent burnout.

Then she saw the attachment's second page.

**Community Guidelines – Sleep Town Residency Agreement**

*1. All residents must retire to their quarters by 9:00 PM each evening.*  

*2. Lights and electronics must be powered down by 9:30 PM.*  

*3. Movement outside designated housing after 10:00 PM is prohibited without prior authorization.*  

*4. Residents are expected to maintain the community's commitment to rest and recovery.*

She read it twice. Then a third time, waiting for the punchline.

A town with a curfew. A mandated bedtime. Rules about when to sleep.

It was ridiculous. Absurd, even. What kind of place enforced sleep schedules on adults? Was this some kind of wellness retreat masquerading as a job? 

A cult with good benefits?

The coffee had cooled enough to drink. She took a sip, eyes still on the screen.

$180,000 for six months.

Housing included. Benefits included. Meals included.

All she had to do was follow some arbitrary sleep schedule in a town she'd never heard of.

She laughed. A short, sharp sound that echoed in the empty kitchen.

It was too strange to be real. And yet, the document looked legitimate—official letterhead, legal language, a signature at the bottom from someone named Dr. Evelyn Cross, Director of Operations.

Her thumb hovered over the reply button.

Logic said delete it. 

Common sense said ignore it. 

But something else—curiosity, desperation, or maybe just the exhaustion of another sleepless night—made her hesitate.

The man across the street had finished his coffee. His light went off. Life moved forward, predictable and ordinary.

Alysa stared at the email.

What did she have to lose?

The apartment was too small. The job was too boring. Her life had settled into a pattern of insomnia and inertia, and nothing about it felt like it was going anywhere. Her mother's latest bill sat unopened on the counter—a reminder that time was running out, that her father's promise was slipping further away with every unpaid invoice. This offer, strange as it was, could change everything. Pay off the debts. Give her a fresh start. Maybe even fix the sleep that had eluded her since those hospital nights.

She set the coffee down and opened a reply.

*I'm interested. When can we discuss details?*

Her finger hovered over the send button for three seconds.

Then she pressed it.

The phone buzzed almost immediately.

*Thank you for your response. A representative will contact you within 24 hours to finalize arrangements. We look forward to welcoming you to Sleep Town.*

The message felt too fast. Too prepared.

Like they'd been waiting for her to say yes.

Alysa set the phone down and looked out the window. The city was fully awake now—people walking dogs, cars honking, the world moving in its predictable rhythm.

And somewhere, in a place she'd never heard of, a town called Sleep Town was waiting.

She wondered, briefly, if she'd just made the best decision of her life.

Or the worst.
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​CHAPTER 2: JOB OFFER
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The call came at 9:47 AM.

Alysa had spent the morning pretending to work, her laptop open to spreadsheets that blurred together while her mind circled back to the email. 

Sleep Town. Haven Enterprises. $180,000 for six months of following a bedtime.

It still sounded absurd in daylight.

Her phone vibrated across the desk, the screen lighting up with an unknown number. No area code she recognized. She let it ring twice before answering.

"Alysa Reeves."

"Ms. Reeves." The voice on the other end was smooth, professional, and somehow warm without being friendly. A woman's voice. Measured. "Thank you for taking my call. My name is Dr. Evelyn Cross. I'm the Director of Operations for Haven Enterprises. I believe you received our offer this morning."

"I did." Alysa leaned back in her chair, eyes on the ceiling. Different cracks here. Fewer. "It's... unusual."

"I imagine it is." There was a pause, the kind that felt intentional. "We pride ourselves on creating environments that prioritize both productivity and well-being. Sleep Town is the result of years of research into optimal living conditions. The role we're offering is integral to that mission."

Research. Living conditions. The phrasing was clinical, detached. Alysa noted it but didn't interrupt.

"You have questions, I'm sure," Dr. Cross continued. "I'd like to address them now, if you have time."

"I have time."

"Good." The sound of papers shuffling, or maybe just the illusion of it. "Let's start with the basics. The position is a six-month contract, renewable upon mutual agreement. Your role would involve data analysis related to community health metrics, coordinating research outputs, and supporting our ongoing studies. The work is intellectually engaging but not physically demanding. Does that align with your expectations?"

"It does," Alysa said. "But I'm more curious about the... community guidelines. The sleep schedule."

"Ah. Yes." Dr. Cross's tone didn't shift, but something in the air did. "Sleep Town operates on a structured model designed to optimize circadian rhythms. Residents follow a synchronized schedule—early rest, early rise. It's proven to improve cognitive function, emotional stability, and overall health."

"Proven by who?"

"Our internal studies. We've been operational for three years now, and the results have been remarkable. Residents report better focus, reduced stress, and improved quality of life."

Alysa tapped her fingers against the desk. "And if someone doesn't follow the schedule?"

"That would be a violation of the residency agreement." Dr. Cross's voice remained steady, neutral. "We're very clear about expectations upfront. The community functions because everyone participates. Outliers disrupt the system."

Outliers. The word landed with weight.

"What happens to outliers?"

A pause. Shorter this time. "Contract termination. Immediate relocation. We don't tolerate disruptions."

The answer was clean. Too clean. Alysa filed it away.

"And the compensation," she said. "It's high for this kind of work."

"It reflects the commitment we ask of our residents. Relocation to a remote area, adherence to community standards, and the value of your contribution to our research. We don't expect people to uproot their lives without appropriate incentive."

Research. She kept using that word. Alysa wondered what they were researching that required a town full of synchronized sleepers.

"What exactly are you studying?"

"Sleep architecture, neurological recovery patterns, and behavioral optimization under controlled conditions. Your role would support data collection and analysis. The specifics would be covered during onboarding."

Controlled conditions. Another phrase that felt carefully chosen.

"Ms. Reeves." Dr. Cross's tone shifted, just slightly. Still professional, but with an edge of something—urgency, maybe. Or persuasion. "I understand this is a significant decision. But I'll be direct: we don't extend offers lightly. You were selected because your profile indicates someone who values independence, intellectual challenge, and—forgive the observation—someone who might benefit from a change of environment."

Alysa's jaw tightened. "You don't know anything about my environment."

"We know enough." No apology in the words. Just fact. "We know you're underutilized in your current role. We know you struggle with conventional routines. And we know that what we're offering—financially, professionally, personally—is an opportunity most people would consider life-changing."

The confidence in her voice was irritating because it wasn't wrong.

Alysa stared at the laptop screen, at the spreadsheets she'd been staring through all morning. Another day. Another week. Another year of this.

"What's the timeline?" she asked.

"We'd like you to start within two weeks. Relocation assistance begins immediately upon acceptance. Housing is furnished, utilities included. You'll have a private residence within the community. All meals can be provided, or you're welcome to prepare your own. Transportation to and from Sleep Town is arranged by us."

"Where is Sleep Town?"

"Northern region. Exact coordinates are provided after contract signing. It's remote, but not inaccessible. We prefer privacy for our residents."

Privacy. Or isolation. Depending on how you looked at it.

"I'll need to see the full contract," Alysa said.

"Of course. I'll send it within the hour. Review it carefully. If you have questions, I'm available." Dr. Cross paused. "But Ms. Reeves, I will say this—opportunities like this don't wait. We have other candidates. If you're serious, I need to know soon."

The pressure was subtle but unmistakable.

"I'll review the contract and get back to you by tomorrow," Alysa said.

"Tomorrow evening at the latest." Not a question. A boundary.

"Fine."

"Excellent. I look forward to hearing from you." The line went quiet for a beat, then: "And Ms. Reeves—welcome to the next chapter of your life. I think you'll find it... transformative."

The call ended before Alysa could respond.

She set the phone down and stared at it like it might offer an explanation for what had just happened. The conversation had felt choreographed, every response anticipating her questions, every answer designed to guide her toward one conclusion.

Yes.

They wanted her to say yes.

And the worst part was, she was already leaning that direction.

The contract arrived twenty minutes later. Not an hour. Twenty minutes.

Alysa opened the PDF and started reading.

It was dense—pages of legal language, clauses about confidentiality, non-disclosure agreements, liability waivers. Standard corporate protections. But woven through it were the specifics of life in Sleep Town, and the more she read, the stranger it became.

Residents were required to wear biometric monitors at all times. For health tracking, the contract claimed. To ensure optimal wellness and provide real-time data for research purposes.

Movement outside designated residential zones was restricted after 10 PM. For safety and community cohesion.

All communications with external parties required prior approval. To protect proprietary research and maintain operational security.

Visitors were not permitted. To preserve the integrity of the study environment.

She read that line three times.

No visitors. For six months.

The isolation wasn't just geographic. It was enforced.

Her cursor hovered over the close button.

This wasn't a job. It was a social experiment. Maybe worse.

But then she scrolled back to the compensation section.

$180,000. Paid in installments. First payment upon arrival. Housing, meals, benefits all included. A stipend for personal expenses. Relocation covered.

She did the math in her head. Six months in Sleep Town would pay off her student loans, cover her mother's medical bills, and leave enough to start over somewhere new. Somewhere better.

Six months.

She could survive anything for six months.

The sleep schedule was strange, sure. The rules were intrusive. The whole setup felt like something out of a dystopian novel.

But it was also the most money she'd ever been offered. The most opportunity she'd ever had to change her circumstances in one move.

And maybe—maybe—being forced to follow a sleep schedule would fix the insomnia that had plagued her for years. Maybe structure was exactly what she needed.

She opened a new document and started typing.

Questions for Dr. Cross:


	What are the consequences of violating curfew beyond contract termination?

	Are residents free to leave before the six-month term ends?

	What kind of biometric data is collected, and who has access to it?

	What happens if someone gets sick or has an emergency?

	Can I review testimonials or speak with current residents?



She sent the email before she could second-guess it.

The response came back in ten minutes.

Answers:


	Termination is the only consequence. We don't believe in punitive measures beyond removal.

	Residents may leave at any time, but compensation is prorated. Early departure forfeits benefits.

	Biometric data includes heart rate, sleep cycles, and activity levels. Access is limited to research staff. All data is anonymized.

	Medical staff is available 24/7. Emergencies are handled immediately.

	Testimonials are available upon request. Direct contact with current residents is not permitted due to research protocols.



The answers were efficient. Professional. And just vague enough to avoid real accountability.

Alysa read them twice, then closed the laptop.

Outside, the city was alive. People going to jobs they hated, coming home to apartments too small, repeating the cycle because that's what you did. That's what everyone did.

She thought about the man across the street. His perfect routine. His predictable life.

She thought about her own—sleepless nights, unfulfilling work, a future that looked exactly like the present.

Sleep Town was strange. Maybe dangerous.

But it was also a way out.

She opened the contract one more time, scrolled to the signature page, and stared at the empty line.

Her mother's voice echoed in her head. You're too impulsive, Alysa. You never think things through.

Maybe she didn't.

Or maybe thinking things through was just another way of staying stuck.

She signed.

The confirmation email arrived instantly.

Welcome to Sleep Town, Ms. Reeves. Relocation details will follow within 24 hours. We look forward to your arrival.

Alysa closed the laptop and looked out the window.

The man across the street was gone. His light was off. Life continued, predictable and ordinary.

Hers was about to become something else entirely.

She just wasn't sure yet if that was a good thing.
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​CHAPTER 3: ARRIVAL IN SLEEP TOWN
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The drive took six hours.

Alysa had expected someone from Haven Enterprises to arrange transportation—a company car, maybe, or a shuttle service. Instead, the relocation packet included a rental confirmation and detailed directions to a town that didn’t appear on any map she could find.

The route started normal enough. Highway exits she recognized, gas stations with familiar logos, billboards advertising injury lawyers and fast food. But two hours in, the instructions directed her onto a state route that narrowed with every mile. Then a county road. Then something that barely qualified as pavement.

Trees closed in on both sides. Dense, old-growth forest that blocked out the afternoon sun and turned the light a muted green. No houses. No signs. Just road and trees and the occasional deer carcass rotting in the ditch.

Her phone lost signal an hour ago.

The GPS kept losing faith in her route.

Every few minutes, its polite voice fractured—recalculating—as though it couldn’t quite believe where she was headed.

Neither could she.

The directions had been specific: Follow Route 49 North for 87 miles. Turn left at the unmarked fork. Continue 12 miles. Sleep Town will be clearly marked.

She’d passed the fork twenty minutes ago. The road since then had been worse—potholes, gravel patches, sections where the asphalt just gave up entirely. Her hands gripped the steering wheel tighter than necessary, knuckles pale.

This was a mistake.

The thought arrived fully formed, insistent. She should turn around. Drive back to the city. Send an apologetic email to Dr. Cross and pretend this whole thing never happened.

But she’d already quit her job. Already given notice on her apartment. Already deposited the first payment—$30,000, transferred the morning after she signed the contract. The money was real. The commitment was real.

Turning back wasn’t an option anymore.

The trees began to thin. Gradually at first, then all at once, like a curtain pulling back.

And there it was.

Sleep Town.

Alysa eased off the gas, the car slowing to a crawl as the road widened into something that looked almost intentional. Ahead, a wooden sign stood at the edge of the tree line, weathered but legible:

SLEEP TOWN

Population: 247

A Haven Community

Beyond the sign, the town unfolded like a carefully staged painting, but not the flawless postcard she’d expected. The houses weren’t quite identical, Alysa noticed. Most had pale blue siding, but one had a window frame painted a shade too dark, its edges chipped as if someone had tried to correct it. Another had a mailbox tilted slightly off-center, leaning like a drunk against the curb. A third house bore a faded mural on its garage door—a swirling pattern of stars that looked hand-painted, out of place among the clean lines. It was as if the town’s perfection was fraying at the edges, the control slipping in small, deliberate cracks.

The streets curved gently through manicured lawns, but here and there, a patch of grass grew too long, or a shrub was trimmed unevenly, one side too short, as if cut in haste. Trees—smaller, carefully spaced—provided shade, but one had a branch snapped halfway, dangling like a broken limb. The imperfections were subtle, almost invisible unless you looked closely, but they made the town feel less like a model and more like a stage set where the props didn’t quite fit.

No one was outside.

The streets were empty. No cars moving, no people walking, no children playing. Just silence and stillness and the faint rustle of leaves in a breeze she couldn’t feel from inside the car.

She checked the time on the dashboard: 4:32 PM.

The middle of the afternoon, and the place looked abandoned.

Her phone buzzed. Once. A notification lighting up the screen even though there was no signal.

A text message from an unknown number:

Welcome to Sleep Town, Ms. Reeves. Please proceed to 14 Crescent Lane. Your residence is ready. Check-in materials are inside. —Haven Enterprises

She stared at the message. No signal, but the text had come through. Either they had their own network, or something else was going on.
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