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He wakes up slow, blinks twice, then stares.

There’s a spider on the ceiling. Long legs. Too long. It isn’t moving. It’s either dead or playing dead. He blinks again. Still there. The spider’s not part of today. It doesn’t matter.

Gary sits up in bed, dry lips stuck to his teeth, jaw clamped from grinding all night. His breath tastes like metal. He moves like a machine without oil—stiff, deliberate. He’s not in a rush.

The room is dim, save for the dull gray slicing in through the torn curtain. Clothes are scattered across the floor—not messy, just placed down in a slow collapse. No decorations. No posters. No photos. The bed is an unmade twin with a single pillow, concave from the weight of his skull.

He dresses slowly. Same pants as yesterday. Same hoodie. He doesn’t change socks. He doesn’t think to.

The hallway outside his apartment is lined with doors, each one marked by what should be numbers, but aren’t. Symbols. Like scribbles or carvings. Not letters, not quite hieroglyphs. Has it always been like that? He doesn’t know. Doesn’t really pay attention to stuff like that. He keeps walking.

When he gets outside, the city exhales on him. Hot breath from the subway grates. A car honks. Another honks back. Gary adjusts his hood and keeps his head low.

Shoes pass him in waves. Brown boots, white sneakers, pink sandals, worn-down loafers with a limp. Familiar shoes. The kind of familiar that grinds at the base of the spine. He looks down at them, always down. He doesn’t look at faces. Faces lie. But shoes? Shoes leave impressions.

He stops mid-step. Waits. Watches more shoes pass.

The same ones. Exactly the same. The same worn heel. The same gum stuck to a sole. That dragging gait. All of them.

What are the odds?

He crouches now, takes his usual spot at the corner, right beside the trash bin that always smells like wet dog and old piss. Pulls his hood tight. Hunches. Waiting.

Just before he closes off, he slides a hand up into his sleeve, pinches the skin on his arm.

It hurts. Sharp, clean. He notes it.

Then—red. Blink. Blink. Blink-blink-blink.

Pulses of light strobe against his eyes, even through his lids. No sirens, no cars, no crowd. Just the light. Somewhere, hidden, but there.

That’s the signal I was waiting for.

He rises.

Time to kill a few people.

He doesn’t say it out loud. Doesn’t smile. Just knows it.

Gary walks. Doesn’t rush. Doesn’t scan for faces. The shoes will tell him who’s next.

The boy is shirtless, young—barely eighteen. Hitchhiker look. Blonde hair curling over his ears. He’s leaning against a mailbox like he’s waiting for someone, but Gary already knows: it’s him.

He approaches.

“Need a lift?” Gary asks, monotone.

The boy grins. “Hell yeah, man.”

The two walk off together.

Soon afterward, in a room. Concrete walls. Dim yellow light above. The boy—Hicks, his name—is sitting on the floor, drinking a beer. His wallet’s half open. Inside, a gas station name tag: Steven Hicks.

Gary puts on random glasses lying on the table even though he doesn’t wear glasses to see. He is standing above him with a dumbbell.

“Hey, you ever lift one of these?” Gary asks.

Hicks chuckles. “Not since gym class.”

Then:

Crack

Skull splits. Blood spatters in a high arc. Hicks drops. Twitching.

Gary straddles him and chokes the man to death with the barbell.

He stops for a moment to reflect. He’s done this before. The motions. The emotions. All familiar but never boring.

“This story has run its course. Let’s take some liberties,” Gary whispers to himself.

He tears at the corpse. Entrails loop like wet rope. He walks now. Naked. Glistening. The dead man’s entrails swinging like a pendulum from Gary’s erection.

He steps into the street.

Someone screams. Doesn’t matter.

He’s looking for the next victim. Who? At this point, that doesn’t matter either.

Then—

Sirens.

Guns drawn. Red and blue light paints his body like some grotesque spotlight.

“You’re here already?” he mutters, genuinely surprised.

A beat.

“It’s unfortunate, officers. I can’t control nor predict the outcome. But it was fun while it lasted. It always is.”

The officers shout. He doesn’t move. Red lasers dance on his chest.

Then—

Gunfire.

His body jerks. Twitch. Twitch. Blood mists the air. He wails in excruciating pain, but he doesn’t fall.

The blinking police lights intensify. All red now. No blue.

The red swells. The sky turns red. Blinks in sync. Red. Red. Red.

Gary begins to hover. Then float.

No more control. No more ground.

Only red.​
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The blinking red lights fade, and then—darkness. Stillness. Then, a twitch. A flicker under the eyelid.

Gary opens his eyes.

Dim light leaks in from the slats of his blinds, catching on the dust in the air. It’s cold. Not bone cold—just the kind that settles in when the heat hasn’t kicked on in weeks. The room smells like moldy carpet and rusted radiator coils. No sirens. No screams. No entrails.

Just his body. His bed. The REM machine blinking silently against his eyelids, fading from red to off.

The three EEG sensors were still stuck to his forehead—two on his temples, one centered above his eyebrows. They’d monitored his brain all night, waiting for the theta wave patterns that signaled REM sleep before triggering the red LEDs.

He exhales, flat and unbothered. No fear. No relief. Just a return.

He’s back.

Gary slides upright, the stiff mattress resisting him. His head throbs with that dull, post-dream pressure—the kind that comes from too much depth, too much blood, too much feeling. The weight of his body feels unfamiliar. Realness is always a kind of punishment.

He knows he went too far when he starts to feel things in the dream. That’s the first rule. When you feel pain, you’ve sunk too deep.

Too deep has its own benefits. The intestine-belt, for example. Where did that come from, Gary? Liberties make it all worth it sometimes. Only sometimes, though. Time and place sort of thing. When you know your time’s running out, just go for it! Intestine-belt!

He reaches for the REM controller on the floor and switches it off. The machine hums faintly as it powers down. A thin red line crosses the display: LOGGED.

Too deep. Again. But great timing! Again.

He scratches the stubble on his face and eyes the comic book still lying open on the floor—Jeffrey Dahmer: Monster. Pages bent, dog-eared, stained from god-knows-what. Poor Hicks was his first victim. A young hitchhiker.

Gary can’t read that one again. Not for a long while.

That’s the second rule of lucid dreaming. No reruns until the residue is gone.

When a dream starts echoing real emotion—when it becomes unpredictable, wild, like life—Gary has to stop. He has to cleanse. Because if he doesn’t, the dreams stop working. They get harder to control. Harder to exit.

New reading material is required in order to provide the subconscious with a dream scenario that allows Gary to manipulate. But too much of that same reading material—the same lucid dream—and suddenly you can’t fly. Suddenly you can’t predict the outcome. And things go haywire if you stray from the path of the story.

He needs just the right amount. Like sex on cocaine.

He smells his armpit while changing his shirt—the right one, his odd superpower. No scent. Never has been. One small victory in a world of defeat.

He walks to the sink and lets the faucet run for a while before cupping the freezing water into his face. The cold is a good reset. Something to remind him of this world—of his body.

Of the fact that he’s still here.

And he doesn’t want to be.

The hall has the same walls. Same door numbers. They’ve returned to numerals now—no glyphs, no ancient scratchings, no alien alphabets. Just regular numbers for regular people living regular dying lives.

Gary has been leaving comics on top of the dumpster beside the mailboxes when he’s done with them. Pages softened from re-reading. Someone will take them. Or the rain will. It’s garbage day. Gary wishes people wrote more comic books about different serial killers. It’s always Jeffrey Dahmer or Ed Gein. Same stories, same kills, same predictable endings.

The walk to his corner is always the same—down past the chain-link fence, the barking dog that always barks too late, across the cracked intersection with the half-dead light. A green car passes. Then a bus. He checks the faces. No one he knows. That’s good.

Gary hates interacting.

The sidewalk is usually dry, no gum. The shoes walk past him like normal. All kinds. Brown boots. White sneakers. One pair of red heels. No patterns. No déjà vu. Just feet moving toward places he’ll never go.

But this week has been different. This week has been hell.

It started with the doctor. Gary had finally worked up the nerve to go, finally admitted that the aches weren’t going away, that the exhaustion was getting worse, that something inside was quietly giving up.

He confirmed Gary with news he already knew. His body had told him before the puppet in the white coat did. A kind of slow betrayal. Like a roommate eating more and more of your food until there’s nothing left but the light in the fridge.

Treatment was explained to him, in too many words, that only translated as “Give us money and you can live,” since he relies on limited free health care in his province.

So, like every day, he returns to his job. His pity cup. The only thing that stays the same.

And so he sits.

Just Gary.

A punk kid dropped a few bucks in his cup. Combat boots with red laces. Denim cutoffs over tights. Patches sewn into the coat, some held with safety pins. Blue mohawk flopped over, the dollar store hairspray losing the battle to wind.

Gary almost smiled.

He loves the outcasts. The ones who wear their brokenness like armor. Goths, queers, metalheads—anyone loud enough to tell the world to go fuck itself. That takes guts. Even if they’re all cosplaying rebellion, buying their made-in-China rage and individuality at the same corporate strip mall, there’s something in the commitment that Gary respects. The uniform of nonconformity—at least they’re trying to live outside the rules.

He, of course, has taken it further. He’d left entirely. No stage, no costume, no songs. Just absence. Real freedom. Everything he owns is donated to him.

He bought the REM machine with the change he saved up from collected change. Back when dying was just a possibility instead of a schedule.

Most people couldn’t get these devices to work. Their brains filtered out the light cues as background noise. But Gary’s mind, starved of stimulation, grabbed onto every signal.

Then, not long after the punk walked off, something different happened. A shadow that lingered just a second too long. Gary’s Tim Hortons pity-cup rattled with the weight of something paper.

A five.

Gary’s eyes had lifted.
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