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The Loop of Endless Pain
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It’s the smell of burnt coffee that wakes him up. Every time. The bitter, sour sting in the air that assaults his senses, as familiar as his own heartbeat. It’s the first thing he notices, no matter where he is. In his bed, under the same faded blanket, the same crumpled pillows, his skin damp with sweat. His chest tightens. Something’s wrong. It’s the same feeling, the same unease, gnawing at him as if he’s forgetting something.

But no. He remembers everything. At least, he thinks he does.

The clock on the wall reads 7:15 AM, the hands frozen in place, but that doesn’t matter. Time has lost its meaning. It’s always 7:15 AM. Always.

The sound of a door creaking open. His wife. She steps into the room, looking tired, her face pale and drawn. She carries the weight of something unspeakable in her eyes, but she never says a word. He can’t remember when she stopped speaking, or why she doesn’t smile anymore. She sets down the coffee mug, her hands shaking, before quietly walking out of the room. There’s no goodbye. No reason to ask her why she doesn’t look at him the same way anymore.

He doesn’t even know if she’s real anymore.

He can’t remember if he’s asked her this before, but it doesn’t matter. His legs carry him out of bed and he stumbles to the bathroom, the cold tile floor biting at his bare feet. He stares into the mirror, his reflection cracked and faded, just like everything else in this place. He looks older, but not in a way that makes sense. His face is gaunt, hollowed out from exhaustion, from something worse. His eyes, bloodshot and sunken, tell the story of something he can’t remember—something that haunts him more each time.

The door to the bathroom rattles behind him, the hollow sound of it knocking against the frame too loud, too frantic. His wife stands in the doorway, her hands gripping the edge as if she’s going to collapse. But she doesn’t speak. She doesn’t need to. She can’t. Her face says it all.

The pain. The guilt. The terror.

He tries to hold her, to comfort her, but she slips through his fingers, like dust, like air. She vanishes before his very eyes, and the silence screams louder than ever before. His heart races as his breath becomes shallow, caught in a strangling loop, and the world tilts, as if gravity itself is starting to forget its purpose.

He looks back to the coffee cup that’s now half-filled with something dark and thick, sticky and red. The scent of it clings to him, suffocating him, and the realization crashes into him with an icy grip—this is where it started. The coffee. The pain. The brokenness. He knows it, just as he knows the answer to a question he has never asked.

The door slams behind him. He’s already here again. At the beginning.

His knees hit the cold floor. The ache in his chest rips through him like an open wound. His hands shake, his fingers gripping the edge of the counter as if holding on to something that might save him, that might stop the cycle.

But he knows there is no escape.

There’s no end to this, no way out. He’s trapped in this moment, in this hell. Every time he relives it, it gets worse. The pain of it claws at him, burrowing deep into his skin, twisting inside him until his bones are hollow and his soul is empty. He can’t remember when it started, but he knows he’s been living this moment for years, and every time it resets, it feels more real. The agony is sharper, the weight of the guilt heavier, the ache of loss unbearable.

There’s no escape.

His wife appears again, but she’s not the same. Her eyes are wide, frantic, her voice broken as she screams at him, though he can’t hear the words. She reaches for him, but he pulls away, terrified, because he knows what’s coming.

This is the moment.

She’s gone again. Vanished.

And then the coffee spills, burning hot, splashing over his hands, scalding his flesh. He screams, but it’s a silent scream, a scream that’s locked inside him, unable to escape, because he’s been screaming for so long. For years. It never stops.

The tears burn his eyes, but they’re never enough. He can’t cry enough to wash the pain away.

The loop begins again. The same place. The same time. The same tragedy.

He can’t remember why he’s still trying to break free. The pain has become so unbearable that the thought of it makes him dizzy. He wants to close his eyes, to never wake up again, but the loop won’t let him. The nightmare won’t stop.

So he waits. He waits for the coffee. He waits for the door to creak open. He waits for his wife to slip through his fingers again, because he knows she will. And he waits for the moment to end... knowing, deep down, it never will.

There is no escape from this place. There is no end. Just endless pain. Forever.

And the clock reads 7:15 AM. Always.
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Trapped in Digital Dreams
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The first glitch was so subtle she almost didn’t notice it. A flicker in the corner of her vision, just for a fraction of a second, like a shadow darting past the edge of a frame. But it didn’t stop there. No, it never does.

Samantha was sitting at her kitchen table, sipping lukewarm coffee, her eyes drifting over the same newspaper she had scanned five times already. The room felt wrong, as if something was pressing against the walls, too close, too confining. She blinked, and for a brief, heart-stopping moment, the man in the advertisement on the page beside her didn’t have a face. His features were a smear, a swirl of pixels, like a half-formed ghost. She leaned forward, but when she looked again, his face was whole—normal.

She tried to shake it off. Probably just tired. That’s what she told herself, though it was harder to ignore the persistent sense of unease creeping into her chest, the gnawing feeling that something was slipping just out of reach. She glanced around the room, trying to ground herself, but it felt like the walls were closing in.

It wasn’t just the ad.

The next day, it happened again. This time it wasn’t the corner of her vision; it was her reflection. She was brushing her teeth when the glitch struck. The bathroom mirror distorted, rippling like water disturbed by an unseen hand. Her own face wavered, blurred, as if the glass was suddenly unsure of who she was. She froze, toothbrush halfway to her mouth, staring at the shifting image. Her reflection grinned at her, but it wasn’t her smile—it was something... wrong.

“Just a trick of the light,” she muttered, shaking her head, slapping the mirror with a palm. But the grin remained, stretching wider, too wide for human lips, and the shadows behind her seemed to grow darker, as if something was lurking in the corners of the bathroom, watching her.

Samantha backed away slowly, her heart hammering. The light flickered.

Then, the whisper came.

A soft, high-pitched sound, so quiet she thought she imagined it. But no—there it was again, a faint hiss, as if someone was breathing into her ear, speaking words she couldn’t quite catch. Her breath caught in her throat. She turned, her eyes darting around the room, but there was no one there. Nothing was out of place. Yet she felt watched. She could feel it in her bones.

Days blurred into each other, and the glitches kept happening. The shadows in her apartment felt deeper. The faces she passed on the street seemed hollow, empty. They were real, but not quite—like people painted on a canvas, their smiles too wide, their eyes too vacant. They would turn their heads too quickly, their gaze lingering on her for just a second too long, as if they recognized something she didn’t.

Then came the voices.

At night, when Samantha lay in bed, unable to sleep, the whispers grew louder. She could hear them now, clear as day, but still just out of reach, a language she couldn’t understand, a sound that twisted her insides. Sometimes she could hear names—her name, over and over. Sometimes it was a single word: “escape.” Other times it was nothing more than static, like a radio picking up some incomprehensible signal.

She pulled the covers over her head, desperate for silence, but the voices followed her, creeping into her mind like a disease.

She wasn’t imagining it anymore. This wasn’t just stress or fatigue. Something was wrong. The world was slipping, fracturing. She wasn’t supposed to be here. But where was she?

Her fingers trembled as she reached for her phone. The screen lit up with a flash, and the text message appeared before her: "You’re trapped. It’s already too late."

It was from an unknown number. Her heart stopped. Her mind raced. Her hands shook as she scrolled through the messages, each one more frantic than the last.

“Can you see it? The glitch? The world is collapsing.”

“Wake up. You’re not real. You never were.”

“They’re watching. You have to escape.”

Her breath quickened. Her mind was unraveling, and with it, the world around her.

Everything she thought she knew—the mundane, the routine, the comfortable certainty of her life—was a lie. A carefully constructed lie that was starting to crack. The static in her mind grew louder, drowning her in a maddening cacophony of voices, and the air in her apartment thickened, pressing in on her from all sides. The temperature dropped, and she could see her breath in the air, misting like something alive, something waiting.

The lights flickered and buzzed. The walls distorted, breathing in time with her racing pulse. Samantha’s hands flew to her head, gripping her hair, pulling at it, her vision narrowing to a pinpoint. The whispers. They were coming from everywhere now, all around her, as if the very world itself was speaking to her, calling her name in the language of the damned.

“Wake up,” they hissed. “Wake up. Wake up.”

Samantha stumbled to her feet, her legs weak, her heart pounding so violently she could feel the blood rushing in her ears. She rushed to the window, throwing it open, gasping for air, but the world outside wasn’t what it should have been. The streets were empty, but the buildings seemed to flicker and shimmer in the distance, their edges blurring like something out of focus in a camera lens. The air smelled wrong—faintly metallic, like the static of an old television set.

And then she saw it.

A figure. A face, distorted and warped, hanging in the air outside the window, staring at her with unblinking eyes. Its skin was stretched tight over its skull, its mouth a silent scream, its face a twisting, shifting nightmare. It was watching her, waiting for her to understand.

“Wake up,” the voice rasped, a thousand voices merging into one.

Her blood ran cold as her body froze in place, every hair on her skin standing on end. The face—no, the thing—smiled, its lips peeling back to reveal teeth that were sharp, jagged, like the teeth of something that shouldn’t exist. The smile stretched further, impossibly wide, and it whispered again, but this time, it wasn’t a request. It was an order.

“You can’t escape,” it said, and Samantha felt it in her chest, in her very soul—the crushing finality of it.

She turned away from the window, her breathing coming in shallow, desperate gasps. The voices, the faces, the glitches—everything was falling apart, all at once, and there was nothing she could do to stop it. The world was coming undone, and she was caught in its unraveling, a puppet with no strings left to cut.

With every breath, her mind warped further, and the world around her warped with it. The floor seemed to shift beneath her, the walls bending like soft clay, her apartment dissolving into a formless nightmare. She screamed, but the sound didn’t leave her mouth. It stayed trapped inside her, where it could never escape.

And then, just like that, everything went dark.

And Samantha realized—too late—that there was no waking up.



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


The Broken Self
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James awoke with a sense of déjà vu so strong that it rattled his bones. He opened his eyes, and for a brief, disorienting moment, everything was unfamiliar. The room was dim, the shadows heavy, pressing down on him like an oppressive weight. He lay still, staring at the ceiling. The texture of the paint was cracked, faded, peeling at the edges. The smell of old wood and dust filled his nose. It was wrong. It was always wrong.

A sudden, sharp pang of anxiety tore through him, and he bolted upright, his pulse racing. He looked around the room—a small, sterile apartment. Empty. Lifeless. The walls were bare except for a few faint, yellowed marks where pictures used to hang. The window was cracked slightly open, and the faint scent of rain seeped through. His chest tightened. Something was missing.

“Not again,” he whispered to himself.

His phone buzzed on the bedside table, the screen lighting up. It was the same as always. He reached for it, his hands trembling as his thumb swiped across the screen. The message was waiting for him, just like it always was.

“Update complete. Version 1246 loaded. Continue as planned.”

James' breath caught in his throat. He’d seen this before. The text. The confirmation. The sterile voice in his head that always followed. But it felt different now, more ominous. Something was wrong.

His mind raced. Updates? What did that mean? He didn’t remember agreeing to anything. He didn’t remember... anything.

The world around him seemed to shudder. It was as if the entire room wavered, flickering like a broken image on a screen. The walls, the furniture, even the air itself felt like it was slipping—tearing apart in places, only to reassemble with a horrible, mechanical slowness. He closed his eyes, trying to steady his breathing. He had to focus. He had to remember.

But the harder he tried, the more fractured his thoughts became.

A soft clicking sound. A dull hum, like static, filled the room. James opened his eyes again, but the world didn’t feel like it was his own anymore. It was foreign. Like a digital nightmare. His surroundings were blurring—edges curling, pixelating in spots. His head throbbed.

“Focus,” he muttered to himself. “Focus.”

But it wasn’t working. The voices were coming again. They were faint at first, like whispers through the cracks in the walls, growing louder with each passing second. They sounded... familiar. His own voice, layered over the whispers. His own words. But they weren’t his. He hadn’t spoken them. He couldn’t remember speaking them.

“Where... am I?” he whispered, his voice trembling. The words didn’t feel like his own anymore, as though someone else had said them, someone else had lived them.

Another flicker. This time, it was his reflection. The mirror on the wall warped—his face stretched and contorted, twisting as if being manipulated by invisible hands. The eyes staring back at him weren’t his. He could see it now. The other James. The one that wasn’t him. A darker, broken version, his face gaunt and hollow, skin marked by what looked like age or... something worse.

He gasped, stepping back, his feet stumbling. No. This wasn’t real. It couldn’t be real. This... this was him. But it wasn’t him. The mirror reflected someone—something—that should not have been.

The whispers grew louder. Overlapping. Different versions of him speaking at once.

“I died here. I died here before.”

“It’s happening again. It always happens again.”

“I’m not real anymore. I’m not real. I’m not...”

His vision blurred, the room spinning around him. He clutched his head, the world around him becoming a dizzying whirl of color and shapes. “What’s happening to me?” he whispered hoarsely. “What’s happening?”

Then the truth struck him, a terrible realization that sliced through the fog in his mind with the precision of a blade. The updates. The voices. The faces. He’d been here before. Over and over again. This wasn’t his first life. His first death. No—this was the end of him. It had been happening for years. His mind had been reset, rebuilt, over and over again, each time with another version of him—a new, imperfect copy—and each time, his mind fractured a little more.

James staggered backward, the room shifting with him, bending in unnatural ways. The walls seemed to breathe. The floor rippled beneath his feet like a pool of water. His hand brushed against the table, but it wasn’t solid anymore. It felt like a hologram, flickering under his touch, changing, shifting, unable to hold form.

He remembered the tests. The doctors. The sterile environments. The lab coats. The endless iterations. They hadn’t told him the truth. They hadn’t told him that he wasn’t real. That this was all a simulation, an experiment in which he had been forced to live again and again, like some sick, twisted game.

The room around him rippled again, faster this time, warping and collapsing. His reflection in the shattered mirror shifted once more, and he saw the truth in his face. The broken versions of him—countless iterations, each one more decayed than the last. Each one dying, over and over, never truly escaping. Never truly free.

The voices were all around him now, all those past versions of himself. Their screams, their cries for help, their desperate pleas. He heard them all—layered, overlapping, until he could no longer separate them from his own thoughts.

“I’m dead.”

“I’m not real.”

“I never was.”

The words hit him like a hammer, and the ground beneath him gave way. He fell into darkness, spiraling, twisting, his mind cracking, splintering into a thousand pieces. He wasn’t sure how long it lasted—seconds? Hours? Years?—but when he finally hit the bottom, he was no longer himself.

There was nothing left of the man he had been. Only the broken remnants of someone who had died so many times, he couldn’t remember what it was like to be whole. The updates had taken everything. His identity. His mind. His soul. He had been erased.

And as the last remnants of his consciousness dissolved, a single voice whispered in the blackness.

“This time, you will never wake up.”

And he didn’t.
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The Unseen Hand
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The forest was silent. The kind of silence that clung to the skin, oppressive and unnatural. Trees, tall and ancient, stretched their limbs towards a sky too dark for comfort. The moon barely pierced the thick canopy above, casting twisted shadows across the damp earth beneath.

A small fire crackled in the center of the camp, the flames flickering with unnatural energy, as if something watched over it. The group of friends sat around the fire, huddled close for warmth, their faces illuminated by the pale orange light.

A few days of hiking had led them here, to this secluded spot in the woods, a place far off the beaten path. It was supposed to be a break, an escape from the mundanity of their lives. Fresh air, good company, stories around the campfire—nothing more. But as the night stretched on, something began to feel... off. It wasn’t just the eerie quiet of the forest or the strange chill in the air. It was something deeper, something that gnawed at the edges of their awareness.

“Does it feel... strange to you guys?” Jack asked, his voice low. He shifted uncomfortably in his seat, his eyes darting to the edge of the camp.

"Strange how?" Sarah replied, her fingers absentmindedly poking at the fire. Her expression was calm, but her brow furrowed slightly.

“I don’t know. Like we’re... being watched. But not in a ‘normal’ way. More like... like we're not really in control of what’s happening.” Jack’s voice trailed off. He could barely make sense of it himself, but the feeling was undeniable, sinking into his bones like cold water.

The group fell silent. They had all felt it, that weight in the air, that sensation of being observed. But none of them wanted to say it out loud, afraid of voicing the dread that had slowly begun to take root in their hearts.
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