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Part One: The Perfect Life​
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Emily Mercer woke before the alarm, the way she always did when something felt slightly off.

The bedroom was still dark, but not fully. A thin band of streetlight pushed through the gap in the curtains and laid a pale stripe across the carpet. The house was quiet in that deep, padded way it got at night, like it was holding its breath.

Beside her, Daniel slept on his back, one arm flung above his head, his face relaxed and open. He looked younger like this. Less polished. Less like the man who smiled at the neighbours with perfect teeth and called everyone by name.

Emily lay still and listened.

No footsteps. No creaks. No distant hum of a television left on downstairs.

Nothing.

And yet she had the unmistakable feeling that she had been awake already. That she had moved. That she had done something and then returned to bed.

She pressed her fingers to the inside of her wrist, checking her pulse like that could tell her what was real. It was steady. Normal. She let out a slow breath, turned her head, and stared at the bedside table.

Her phone was there. Face down.

She always left it face up.

The thought was small, almost silly, but it clung to her. She reached for the phone and turned it over. The screen lit up, bright enough to make her blink.

No notifications. No missed calls.

Just the time.

03:12.

Emily frowned. She could have sworn it was closer to five when she first opened her eyes. She had a faint ache behind her eyes like she had been staring at a screen for too long.

She set the phone back down, face up this time, and tried to ignore the wrongness crawling along the edges of her thoughts.

Daniel shifted, sighed, and rolled onto his side toward her. His hand found her waist automatically, warm and familiar. Even asleep, he pulled her close like he was anchoring her to him.

"You okay?" he murmured, words thick with sleep.

Emily froze. "You are awake?"

He blinked one eye open. "Half. You are fidgeting."

"I just woke up," she said.

Daniel’s mouth curved into a lazy smile. "Bad dream?"

"No. I do not think so."

He rubbed his face with one hand, then let his eyes drift shut again. "Come back to bed, Em. It is early."

She wanted to tell him it was not early. She wanted to tell him something was wrong, something small but sharp, like a splinter under the skin.

Instead she said, "Okay."

Daniel’s breathing deepened within minutes, smooth and even. Emily stayed awake.

She stared at the ceiling and tried to remember if she had dreamed. There was nothing. No fragments. No lingering images.

Only that feeling.

Like she had been awake already.

When the alarm finally went off at 06:30, Emily sat up too fast, dizzy for a moment. Daniel turned it off without opening his eyes.

He sat up, stretched, and leaned over to kiss her shoulder. "Morning, gorgeous."

Emily forced a smile. "Morning."

Daniel swung his legs out of bed and stood, tall and effortless. He was the kind of man who looked good without trying, the kind of man who never seemed rumpled or uncertain.

She watched him walk toward the en suite bathroom, already reaching for the light switch.

Then he paused in the doorway and glanced back at her.

"You still coming to the dinner on Friday?" he asked.

Emily blinked. "What dinner?"

Daniel’s smile did not change, but something in his eyes sharpened. "The Whitmans. I told you yesterday."

"You did?" Emily said, and hated how unsure she sounded.

Daniel chuckled like she had made a joke. "Yes. At their place. Seven o clock. Remember?"

Emily searched her mind for the conversation. Nothing came. There should have been something. A mention of wine. An invitation. A calendar alert.

But all she found was blank space.

"I guess I forgot," she said carefully.

Daniel stepped into the room and leaned down, his hands braced on the mattress on either side of her. He kissed her forehead.

"You are working too hard," he said softly. "That is all. We will go. It will be good for you."

Emily swallowed. "Okay."

Daniel straightened. "Shower time. You are going to be late if you keep staring into space."

He disappeared into the bathroom and turned on the water.

Emily sat on the edge of the bed and tried to steady her breathing.

Working too hard. That was always the answer. The neat little explanation that made everything make sense.

Except it did not.

She worked from home most days, running social media accounts for small businesses, juggling deadlines and content calendars. It was busy, yes. But it was not so busy that she forgot entire conversations.

Unless she was.

Unless she had been.

She stood and crossed the bedroom, opening the curtains. The morning light flooded in, grey and soft. Outside, their street looked normal. Quiet. Suburban. Safe.

Perfect.

Their house was white with black trim, freshly painted last summer. Daniel had insisted on hiring professionals. He wanted it done right. Daniel always wanted things done right.
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