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For every dreamer who fears

what hides behind closed eyes.

"Dreams are the royal road to the unconscious."

— Sigmund Freud

"Every secret sleeps in the dark."

— Unknown
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PROLOGUE — A Signal in the Dark

Portland, Oregon — 2:47 a.m.

She is running through a corridor that smells of wet cedar and copper. The walls lean inward. Her feet find no purchase on the floor — it is not a floor at all, but a surface of compressed static, the kind that prickles the fingertips and leaves a metallic taste on the tongue. She knows, with the certainty peculiar to dreams, that something is behind her.

It does not breathe. It does not speak. But it collects.

Mara Chen jolted awake at 2:47 a.m. with the word still dissolving off her lips. She reached for the glass of water on her nightstand without looking, found it, and pressed the cold rim to her cheek instead of her mouth. The ceiling fan cut lazy circles through the humid dark.

She picked up her phone. The DreamSync app pulsed with a soft amber glow: UPLOAD COMPLETE. Her sleep data — biometric rhythms, eye movement spikes, even a compressed audio signature of her murmured words — had been transmitted to the cloud while she slept. Three million users doing the same thing, every night, feeding the algorithm.

"Optimize your rest. Understand your mind," the app’s tagline promised.

Mara put the phone face-down and stared at the ceiling until the fan's shadow stopped looking like fingers.

Forty miles south, in a house on the edge of the Willamette River, a man sat before four monitors. Each screen displayed a cascade of data — sleep cycles, GPS coordinates, biometric anomalies. His fingers moved across a keyboard with the unhurried patience of a craftsman sorting through a collection of rare objects.

He paused on one file. Read it twice. Then opened a fresh note and wrote a single name.

He had been collecting for eleven months. No one had noticed.

Not yet.

* * *
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Detective Callum Rourke was at his kitchen table when the call came in at 5:15 a.m. He was on his third cup of coffee and rereading a file he already knew by heart, the way a man returns to a photograph of someone lost — not to learn anything new, but because stopping felt worse than the ache of looking.

His phone buzzed. He answered before the second ring.

'Rourke. We have a body. North Portland, river access. You'll want to come see this before the rain gets to it.'

He was already reaching for his jacket.

PART ONE

The First Body
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The Dream Collector

Portland, Oregon — Present Day

The body had been arranged.

That was the first thing Callum Rourke noticed when he ducked under the yellow tape and saw the woman lying on the riverbank. Not placed. Not dumped. Arranged — with a precision that suggested time, care, and a kind of obscene tenderness.

Her arms were crossed at the wrists over her chest. Her head was tilted slightly to the right. Her eyes were closed. In the pre-dawn grey, she might have been sleeping, except that sleeping women did not lie on wet gravel in November, and they did not have the stillness of a thing from which all possibility had been permanently extracted.

"Mara Chen," said Detective Priya Osei, appearing at his elbow with a coffee that she did not offer to share. She was thirty-two, precise, and constitutionally immune to the social contract of sharing coffee at crime scenes. "Twenty-eight years old. Software engineer at Meridian Health Analytics. Reported missing by her roommate forty-three hours ago."

"Cause of death?"

"Medical examiner says cardiac arrest, but she's flagging it. No history of heart disease. No drugs in the initial tox screen. She wants the full panel."

Callum crouched beside the body, close but not touching. "She's been here awhile. The gravel's disturbed in a circle around her. Someone knelt here. More than once, maybe."
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