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Brooke Bond was dazed as she stood behind the bathroom's pedestal sink and stared at the reflection in the vanity mirror. She didn't recognize either the surroundings or her own image. 

The pale blood-splattered face that looked back at her was a mystery. Whose blue eyes were those that refused to hold her gaze? Those eyes had seen the painful truth but now they couldn't seem to see anything.

Pop music could be heard playing somewhere in the background and its rhythmic beat along with the bloody reflection caused a feeling of vertigo to wash over the thirty-five-year-old entrepreneur. The combination threatened to take Brooke to her knees. She leaned heavily against the pedestal sink for support.

Brooke wasn't even sure where she was other than a restroom. Was it her bathroom in her home or office? 

She wasn't sure. 

It was too clean to be a public lavatory at a club but the music suggested a nightclub or possibly a private party. Had she thrown a party or was she at someone else's social gathering? 

Was it only a dream? 

If it was a dream, that recurring nightmare that refused to release her from its hellish hold, maybe she would soon wake up screaming as she had done so many times before. However, something warned Brooke that this was different.

It wasn't at all the way Brooke's typical nightmares went and she thought, "This seems realistic in a very surreal way." 

She silently mocked the sentence as it rolled across her mind; it was a contradiction and irrational. If Brooke was anything at all, she was an extremely rational person. She had always been logical and could carry any problem from start to finish. However, the statement was still true – it did indeed seem real and unreal at the same instant. As an intelligent young woman, Brooke tried to analyze the differences between real-life and dream-life details.

In her recurring nightmares, the images were hazy and distorted. By contrast, the person in the mirror was very clear and stood out. In her nightmares, Brooke raced from room to room; terrorized by something or someone that was after her. Whatever or whoever chased her wanted to destroy her, to kill her.

Now, Brooke stood eerily still and quiet without any panic. It was almost as if some kind of peace had settled over her. As a gamer, it was natural for her to relate most of her activities to the challenges faced when playing a new game. Brooke wondered if she had successfully completed a quest that ended her nightmares forever.

"Surely, this isn't a video game," she thought.

At first, Brooke didn't feel any physical sensations other than a terrible headache, numbness, and dizziness. The pain in her head was the worst. It was the kind of headache that was accompanied by a sick stomach and wooziness. It was the kind of headache that sent her to bed wearing a sleep mask and a cool washcloth over her forehead. Brooke couldn't remember what such a headache was called but she felt as if she might throw up.

Could she trust those impressions? Did her mind play tricks on her? Had the terrible dream changed just to trip her up? 

Brooke gasped in alarm. 

Had the nightmare evolved? Was it now similar to her newest AI video game that learned a player's strategies? Was the dream now responsive and adaptive?

Brooke continued to assess the person who looked back at her; she acknowledged that the reflection's naturally wavy blonde hair was streaked with blood. How had that happened? There was also blood on her face and neck...and it was growing cold on her skin, causing her to shiver.

Why was she covered in blood? 

A painful sting in her right hand drew her attention away from the mirrored image. Brooke sucked in her breath when she glanced down at her bleeding hand. A deep gash crossed her palm. Other than the pain just now, she hadn't even noticed it. 

Why was her hand bleeding? 

Then Brooke found herself in an FPS, a first-person shooter game, only she wasn't holding a gun. The hand she saw, her hand, gripped the hilt of a blood-slick knife...stabbing and stabbing...so many times the hand became bloody and slipped off the handle to the heel of the knife, slicing along the sharp blade's cutting edge. 

Is that my hand? Brooke wondered. This has to be an FPS game. How can I see my hand so clearly if it isn't? More importantly, who was stabbed?

The answers seemed to float around her in bubbles but Brooke couldn't quite grab hold of them. Trying to make sense of it only caused more pain in her head. She snatched a hand towel from a nearby shelf and pressed it against the wound, hoping to staunch the blood loss. Then she critically examined both of her hands.

Turning them over, she saw that the meaty flesh on the back of each was covered in lacerations. Her rattled mind wondered if the deep cuts were claw marks. 

Brooke couldn't remember what happened but she had the presence of mind to wonder if someone or something had attacked her, ripping open the flesh.

Had the horrors of her nightmare come to life? Had the monster from her dreams caught her? Did she successfully fight it off? Could that explain the paradox she was now feeling – both terrified and somehow elated that she had won some victory over the enemy of her dreams?

She couldn't think about that right now. 

Instead, Brooke avoided looking into the mirrored cabinet again. She focused only on the blood as it soaked through the towel and then dripped slowly into the basin. Her hands hurt and she wished the pain would drip away with the blood. 

But it didn't. It was a harsh reminder that something horrible had happened even though she couldn't remember what it was. 

Brooke tossed aside the blood-soaked towel and got a fresh one from the nearby neatly stacked row. She pressed it against the wide gash on her palm even though it didn't seem to help. 

Keeping her gaze averted, she glanced at the snowy-white tile floor where a hard-cheese spade knife lay covered in blood. The blade was only five inches long but it was very sharp. It could do a lot of damage to hard cheese rinds.

It could do a lot of damage to human flesh too. 

The knife looked familiar to Brooke...was it from her kitchen knife set? A memory of the knife on a cheese tray crossed Brooke's mind. Yes, it matched the cheese fork and spreader she used when hosting social events. 

Maybe I was hosting a party, Brooke reasoned. It was her knife, and if it was her social event, why couldn't she remember it? 

She glanced down at the way she was dressed and recognized the outfit. She wore a full-skirted dress that was fitted at the waist. 

It was the way she always dressed to hide her pear-shaped figure. However, this kind of dress was reserved for after-hour celebrations or dinner parties. It wasn't something she would wear to work or a meeting. It suggested that some festivity was imminent. Then, she noticed the blood stains on the skirt of the dress.

A bloody dress and the bloody knife were evidence that something terrible had happened; nonetheless, Brooke still couldn't recall anything except the fleeting images she'd had moments ago. Her mind felt like a black tunnel, a deep and winding void that threatened to suck her into it. The loud music didn't help that feeling and seemed to keep time with her wildly beating heart.
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Chapter 2
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Meanwhile, Darrin Reid arrived at Brooke Bond's spacious home in the Redwoods Gated Community. He noticed only two cars in the driveway: Brooke's sensible late-model Audi along with her sister Ann's flashy red Porsche. The Porsche was Ann's idea of a symbol of success – an achievement she could only claim because she rode on Brooke's coattails and relied on her bank account.

Darrin silently snorted and his spine involuntarily stiffened as he thought about Ann. He despised the woman but because she was Brooke's older sister, he was forced to tolerate her. As far as Darrin was concerned, Ann had gotten away with a multitude of sins that he considered abusive. 

Brooke and Darrin had been romantically involved for more than five years now; however, they had been best friends long before they started dating and before Brooke became the IT wizard of game development. As her plus-one for all family events and all company functions at Bond & Associates, Darrin had gotten a closer look at the Bond family dynamics than most. 

Ann often mistreated Brooke and was a catty-bitch who refused to give her sister the respect or credit she deserved. After all, if not for Brooke's genius, the entire Bond family would still be living in the slums across town. Brooke's success had rescued all of them, including Ann. If Ann had been forced to rely on her skills alone, she would have never had the opportunity to succeed. 

Darrin snorted again. He wasn't sure that what Ann had accomplished could be considered a success. Brooke had given her sister the money to open a nightclub but she also had to constantly bail Ann out each month when the enterprise didn't make enough money to support itself. 

He had never understood the loyalty Brooke felt to Ann. The feeling certainly wasn't reciprocated. Besides that, the two sisters were nothing alike. They didn't look alike, they didn't have any similar traits, and they didn't have the same professional or personal ethics. To him, it was as if Brooke and Ann were from different planets.

Now, Darrin wondered what was really going on. Why had Ann been the one to tell him the launch party venue had been changed? Why couldn't he reach Brooke by phone to verify everything? He knew something was up and bitterly recalled how pleased Ann had sounded with herself when she called to give him the update.

"Darrin, you're just the boyfriend and not family. It's only reasonable that as Brooke's sister, I benefit from this event too. I'll accompany her to my club. You should wait for us there," Ann's sultry voice instructed. Then anticipating his surprise and that he might protest, Ann giggled and added, "Aw, don't be disappointed, Darrin. Brooke will still get a few toasts tonight. I'll see to it myself."

It didn't make any sense to Darrin and he didn't like it; however, he wasn't easily put off by Ann. He was stubborn and refused to let her bully him. Darrin Reid was determined to be by Brooke Bond's side for her biggest accomplishment just as the two of them had previously planned. 

Darrin was anxious to find out why the celebration's venue had been changed. He was fully aware that such a last-minute switch could affect the turnout and the press coverage that had been arranged for the launch of her newest game. As a top member of Brooke's team, Darrin was her number one fan and he truly wanted Brooke to get the recognition she deserved. Even so, it was more than that; he also loved her.

Darrin rang the doorbell. When no one answered, he waited a few minutes and then knocked. Still, no one answered. Since the door was unlocked, he entered the house and called out, "Brooke, it's Darrin. Are you here, Honey? I'm coming inside." Feeling uneasy, he cautiously entered the foyer and called out again, "Brooke, are you here?" 

Brooke's company image was on display in the vestibule's far corner and a massive bouquet of fresh-cut flowers sat on a decorative table near it. It was exactly the way Brooke always decorated the hallway for her social gatherings and Darrin grew even more worried and suspicious.

Was Brooke even aware of the venue change?

The music was cranked up a little too loud and he suspected that was Ann's doing. Everything she did was brazen and gaudy while Brooke preferred a much quieter atmosphere regardless of the occasion.

Darrin knew that it would have never been Brooke's idea to move the launch party to Ann's garish nightclub. So why had it been moved? He scratched his head in bewilderment as he took in the scene. From the looks of things, Brooke had been the last to know Ann's plans.

He continued down the hallway and rounded the corner to the massive living room. It opened into the sunlit solarium and the combined space was the perfect setting for Brooke to host up to a hundred guests and the news crew that would attend. 

Then, Darrin saw the body on the sofa and froze. It was Ann's body. He stood as still as a statue for several long moments with his heart racing. His stomach lurched in anxiety, not for Ann but from worry that he'd find Brooke in a similar condition. Darrin didn't know what he would do if anything happened to Brooke – she was his everything. 

Thinking he might pass out before he could phone 9-1-1 to report the crime, Darrin pressed the nearby alarm button on the security panel. The alarm would alert the community security department. Then he stood in the doorway to the living room to look over the murder scene once more.
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