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​Chapter 1: The Invitation to Nowhere 
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The ink was barely dry, the wax seal still warm.

August Brooks sat in the silence of his private study, the air smelling faintly of ozone and old parchment. Before him sat seven heavy, cream-colored envelopes. Each was addressed by hand, the calligraphy precise, cold, and utterly devoid of mercy.

He didn't use a courier service. He didn't use the post. He used the systems of the world to do his bidding—a network of compromised accounts and untraceable digital couriers that ensured his summons would reach their destinations like clockwork.

He picked up the first envelope, the weight of it anchoring his hand. Evelyn Mercer.

He remembered her, even if she had spent the last decade working tirelessly to ensure the world—and her own conscience—forgot him. He tucked the card inside, sealed it with the crest of a lighthouse—the symbol of Echo Ridge Isle—and placed it into the secure dispatch bin.

One by one, he processed the others.

Nora Hayes. The doctor who played God and lost.

Harper Quinn. The shutterbug who traded truth for blackmail.

Alistair Croft. The man who thought he was the ultimate observer, unaware that he was being observed just as closely.

Grant Kael. The soldier who traded his honor for a heartbeat.

Desmond Cole. The ink-stained wretch who sold his integrity for a handful of chips.

August pushed the final envelope into the slot. The dispatch mechanism hummed, a small, pneumatic hiss signaling that the "invitations" had entered the stream.

They were already dead men and women walking; they just hadn't received the mail yet.

"The tide is turning," August murmured to the empty room. He walked to the wall of glass that overlooked the dark, churning Pacific. Somewhere out there, the world was spinning on, oblivious to the fact that seven lives were about to be pulled into the gravity well of Echo Ridge Isle.

He didn't want their money. He didn't want their influence. He wanted their truth.

He touched a small, remote trigger on his desk. Far away, in the heart of a city, a courier’s bag vibrated as a signal was sent. The journey had begun. The invitation to their own destruction was officially in transit.
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​Chapter 2: The Foggy Horizon 
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Alistair Croft didn't look like a man who owned an island or controlled the fates of six people. He looked like a specter—pale, thin, and entirely absorbed by the flickering blue light of his subterranean control room.

The room, built deep into the basalt bedrock of Echo Ridge Isle, was a cathedral of high-frequency hums and cooling fans. Every wall was lined with monitors, a mosaic of data streams that flowed from the outside world directly into his sanctum.

He tapped a key, and a map of the city pulsed with six distinct, glowing nodes.

"The delivery is in progress," he whispered to the silence.

He focused his attention on a central screen. A real-time video feed showed Evelyn Mercer in her high-rise office. She was currently arguing with a junior associate, her movements sharp and aggressive. Alistair adjusted the sensitivity on the audio feed, narrowing his eyes as he caught the specific phrase, "...destroy the report, I don't care how."

He didn't smirk; he simply logged the timestamp into the cloud.

He shifted his view to Nora Hayes. She was in a sterile clinical room, her hands tucked deep into the pockets of her lab coat, trembling. She was staring at a patient's chart, her eyes glazed over. Alistair watched the digital readout of her stress levels spike—his system had already analyzed the micro-expressions on her face. Guilt.

"The subjects are already decomposing," he mused.

He was the architect, but he was also the ultimate audience. He had designed the island to amplify the psychological pressure he was already witnessing. Through the fiber-optic lines buried deep beneath the seafloor, he was feeding these people tiny, incremental "glitches" in their lives—anonymous emails, strange phone calls, misplaced items—all designed to erode their sanity before they even reached the ferry.

He toggled a switch, and the map zoomed in on a location in the Pacific Northwest—the harbor.

He watched a small, unmarked ferry pull away from the dock. August Brooks was on board, though Alistair could only see his silhouette through the infrared thermal cameras.

Alistair leaned back, his fingers interlaced. He looked at the screen that showed the empty, obsidian-topped table in the Great Hall.

"The horizon is clearing," he whispered, a thin, colorless smile touching his lips. "Let the fog roll in."
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​Chapter 3: Landing at Echo Ridge Isle 
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The transition from the mainland to the open sea was violent. The ferry, a rusted, nondescript vessel that looked like it belonged in a scrapyard, cut through the water with a mechanical groan that vibrated through the floorboards.

The guests were standing on the outer deck, huddled in their own private silos of misery. The fog was so thick it felt like being suspended in a white void; it muffled the sound of the ocean and made the world beyond ten feet disappear entirely.

Grant Kael was the first to see it.

He leaned against the railing, his eyes narrowing as the white curtain of fog parted. First, it was the sheer, jagged cliffs that tore through the mist, their wet, black rock slick with spray. Then, the estate emerged—a brutalist monolith of basalt and floor-to-ceiling glass, hanging off the precipice like a gargoyle.

"Echo Ridge," someone whispered.

It was Desmond Cole. He was clinging to the railing, his knuckles white. He looked as though he might be sick.

As the ferry lurched forward, the island’s topography became clear. It was a desolate, hostile place—all jagged stone, twisted pine, and constant, freezing mist. The estate wasn't a retreat; it was an observation tower.

The boat bumped against the dock with a jarring, metallic thud that echoed off the cliff walls like a gunshot. The engine cut out, and for the first time, the silence of the island took over. It was heavy, oppressive, and absolute.

"Please disembark," a voice crackled from a speaker mounted on a nearby piling. It was distorted, synthesized, and lacked any human inflection. "Your belongings will be delivered to your quarters. Do not stray from the path."

Grant was the first to move. He stepped onto the wet timber of the dock, his boots making a sharp, hollow sound. He scanned the treeline, his instincts twitching. There was no welcome committee. There was no staff. Only the cameras—dozens of them, mounted on black iron pillars, their red lenses tracking every movement the guests made as they stepped off the boat.

Evelyn Mercer followed, her heels clicking precariously on the slick wood. She clutched her briefcase to her chest, her posture rigid, her eyes darting between the towering cliffs and the winding, narrow trail that led upward.

"Where is our host?" she demanded, her voice sounding small and brittle against the roar of the surf.

"He's where he wants to be," Harper Quinn replied, her camera already out, focusing on the blinking lights of the surveillance system. She didn't look afraid; she looked like she was hunting.

Behind them, Nora Hayes stumbled, nearly losing her footing. She looked back at the ferry, a desperate, longing look, but the boat was already pulling away, retreating into the fog as if it had never been there.

"We're trapped," Nora breathed, her voice barely audible.

The path ahead was steep, carved directly into the rock face. As the six strangers began the slow, arduous climb toward the dark glass doors of the estate, the mist seemed to close in behind them, swallowing the dock and leaving them with nothing but the mountain, the secrets they carried, and each other.
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​Chapter 4: August Brooks’ Welcoming Speech
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The climb had left them winded, their breath misting in the frigid, salt-heavy air. As they reached the plateau, the estate loomed over them—a structure of unforgiving angles and cold, dark stone. It felt less like a building and more like a tomb waiting to be filled.

As the guests clustered near the massive, pivot-style entry, the wall itself seemed to breathe. The heavy basalt door groaned open, spilling a sliver of warm, artificial light onto the rain-slicked rock.

August Brooks stood in the center of the foyer. He was draped in a charcoal-colored suit that matched the stone, his silver hair slicked back. He looked like an aristocrat—or a judge. He held a glass of dark red wine, his fingers perfectly steady.

He didn't move toward them. He simply waited until the door hissed shut, sealing them inside with a final, heavy thud.

"You are all punctual," August said. His voice was not the distorted, synthesized rasp they had heard on the dock. It was calm, resonant, and disturbingly familiar. "I appreciate that. We have much to discuss—and very little time to do it."

Evelyn Mercer stepped forward, her professional mask firmly in place, though a fine sheen of sweat coated her forehead. "This is an abduction, Mr. Brooks. I’m a corporate attorney, and I assure you, the legal consequences for this will be catastrophic."

August offered a thin, thin smile. "Legal consequences, Evelyn? How quaint. You are currently three hundred miles from the nearest jurisdiction, on a private island that isn't registered on any nautical chart. You are no longer in a courtroom. You are in the presence of your own history."

He turned his gaze to Nora, who was visibly shaking, then to Desmond, who was sweating through his coat.

"You have all built lives on silence," August continued, his voice dropping to a conversational tone that chilled the room. "You have all committed acts that, if exposed, would reduce your carefully curated lives to dust. You are here because you are a collective, a group tied together by a singular, tragic thread that you have all spent years trying to sever."

"What do you want?" Harper Quinn asked, her camera hanging uselessly at her side. Her voice was steady, but her grip on the strap was white-knuckled.

"I want what the world has failed to provide," August replied, walking slowly toward them. "Accountability."

He motioned to the ceiling, where a series of hidden projectors flickered to life, casting images onto the cold stone walls. They were not photos. They were documents—financial records, redacted autopsy reports, photos of a chemical leak site, a timestamped file from a military tribunal.

The guests froze.

"The rules of the game are simple," August said, his eyes scanning them with the cold precision of a collector. "By the time the ferry returns in forty-eight hours, you will collectively identify which of you is responsible for the greatest debt. You will reach a unanimous decision, or none of you will leave this island. You are the jury, the judge, and the sentence."

He swirled his wine, looking at the dark liquid as if it were a memory.

"The game is not about who is innocent," August added, stopping just inches from Grant Kael. "Because none of you are. It is about who among you deserves to pay the price for all of you."

He turned and gestured toward a long, dimly lit corridor that led deep into the heart of the house. "Dinner is served in the Great Hall. I suggest you eat. You will need your strength for the revelations to come."

With that, he vanished into the shadows, leaving the six strangers standing in the foyer, the weight of his words pressing down on them like the crushing pressure of the deep sea.
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​Chapter 5: The Luxury Cage
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The corridor leading from the foyer was a study in sensory deprivation—long, windowless, and lined with smooth, light-absorbing concrete. There were no lights on the walls; instead, thin strips of glowing LEDs embedded in the floor provided just enough illumination to navigate.

As they walked, a series of automated chimes echoed through the hall.

"Your accommodations," the synthesized voice announced, sounding even more abrasive than it had at the dock.

Six doors lined the hall, each marked with a simple, backlit symbol. One by one, the doors slid open with a soft hiss. The rooms were identical: a minimalist bed, a single desk, and a wall of floor-to-ceiling glass that looked out over the churning, dark ocean. It was pure, sterile luxury—the kind that felt like a cell.

Evelyn Mercer entered her room and immediately went to the glass. There was no balcony, no way to force the window open. It was a reinforced, soundproof prism. She turned to find her briefcase sitting neatly on the desk. She hadn't even unpacked, yet someone—or something—had already moved her belongings from the ferry. She felt a phantom sensation of hands touching her things, her secrets.

Down the hall, Desmond Cole collapsed onto his bed, his head in his hands. He checked his pockets, frantic, but his phone was gone. He reached for the wall-mounted intercom, his fingers hovering. Who was listening? Every wall felt like a microphone. He felt the walls closing in, the sheer isolation of the room designed to turn his own paranoia inward.

In her room, Nora Hayes walked to the bathroom. She turned on the tap, but the water that flowed out was brownish, smelling of stagnant minerals. She looked at her reflection in the mirror and didn't recognize the woman looking back. She pulled the small, unlabeled bottle of beta-blockers from her pocket, her hand shaking so hard the plastic rattled. She swallowed a pill, dry, and stared at the door. There was no lock on the inside.

Grant Kael stood in the center of his room, his duffel bag open. He didn't look at the view. He spent three minutes systematically sweeping the room for listening devices. He found three—tiny, pinhole apertures in the smoke detector, the light fixture, and the baseboard. He didn't touch them. He simply acknowledged them, a grim nod of recognition.

They wanted him to know they were watching.

Harper Quinn sat at her desk, her camera open. She wasn't taking pictures of the scenery. She was looking at the files she had downloaded to her SD card before coming—the blackmail material she had been carrying for years. She realized, with a sudden, sinking dread, that the room’s Wi-Fi was active, but it was a closed loop. She was trapped in a digital aquarium.

Outside, the wind began to howl, a mournful, rhythmic sound that rattled the reinforced glass. The guests were alone, yet they had never felt more crowded. The estate was a cage, and the luxury was merely the decor.

"Dinner," the synthesized voice echoed again, vibrating through the floors. "The Great Hall awaits."

The six of them emerged from their rooms at the same time, drawn out by the command. They stood in the hallway, looking at one another, their faces pale and drawn. The hierarchy of the group was already shifting—the panic was setting in, and the civility of the outside world was beginning to fray.
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​Chapter 6: First Introductions at Dinner
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The Great Hall was a cavernous space where the brutalist architecture felt particularly menacing. A single, obsidian table stretched across the room like a frozen lake of black glass, illuminated by the harsh, clinical white light of the overhead fixtures. Seven chairs were positioned around it; six were occupied, and one remained empty—a constant, mocking reminder of their host’s absence.

As they sat, the table itself seemed to hum. A series of panels slid open, revealing an automated service system that presented a spread of food: cold, clinical, and precise. It felt more like a rations distribution than a meal.

"I’m an attorney," Evelyn broke the silence, her voice ringing off the stone walls with a brittle, authoritative edge. "I’ve spent my life dealing with contracts. Whatever this 'game' is, it’s legally void. It’s kidnapping. If we walk out of here—"

"Walk where, Evelyn?" Grant Kael cut her off. His voice was low, devoid of emotion, and it silenced the room immediately. He hadn't touched his food. He was watching the shadows at the edge of the room. "The pier is gone. The ferry is gone. And I’ve checked the perimeter. The cliffs are sheer drop-offs, and the fence is hot. We’re not in a courtroom anymore. We’re in a trap."

Desmond Cole let out a ragged, hysterical laugh, his hands trembling so violently he knocked his glass over. The dark red wine pooled across the black glass like fresh blood. "He knows," Desmond stammered, staring at the stain. "Brooks... he knows about the bribes. He knows about the whistleblower. He’s going to use it, isn't he? He’s going to feed us to each other."

"Stop it," Nora Hayes hissed, her eyes darting toward the hidden cameras embedded in the ceiling. She was clutching her wrist, trying to hide the tremor in her hands. "We don't know what he wants. Maybe if we just talk, if we cooperate..."

"Cooperate?" Harper Quinn scoffed, tossing her camera onto the table with a heavy thud. She leaned forward, her eyes scanning the faces of the others. "You think he wants us to work together? Look at the setup. He wants us to turn on each other. That’s what this is. He’s counting on the fact that we’re all guilty of something, and that we’ll do anything to keep our secrets from being the ones he broadcasts to the world."

The realization hit the table like a physical blow. The air in the room suddenly felt thin, the temperature dropping as the mechanical ventilation system kicked into a low, rhythmic drone. They weren't just guests; they were competitors in a zero-sum game of survival.

"Alistair," Nora whispered, looking at the tech mogul, who had remained eerily silent. "You're the expert on these systems. How do we get out?"

Alistair Croft finally looked up. His eyes were cold, analytical, and utterly detached. He took a sip of his wine, his movements fluid and deliberate. "There is no 'out,' Nora. There is only the game. And I suspect that whoever built this place... wants to see exactly how much of our humanity we’re willing to sacrifice to survive it."

Just as he finished speaking, the overhead lights flickered once and died. A single, sharp spotlight clicked on, bathing the empty head of the table in a harsh, white glare.

The silence that followed was absolute. They were trapped, isolated, and under the gaze of a man who held their darkest secrets in his hands. The dinner party had ended, and the hunt had begun.
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​Chapter 7: Grant Kael Observes the Perimeter
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While the others retreated to the flickering, claustrophobic safety of their rooms, Grant Kael remained in the Great Hall, letting the shadows swallow him. He waited until the house fell into a rhythmic, mechanical hum—the sound of a structure that never truly slept.

He moved not like a guest, but like a predator measuring its territory.

He didn't take the main corridor. He slipped behind the service sideboard, finding the seam where the wall panel met the basalt foundation. With a sharp, practiced shove, a small maintenance hatch popped open. It was a ventilation access point, cramped and smelling of ozone, but it bypassed the interior motion sensors.

He emerged into the night air on the north side of the estate. The wind here was a physical force, tearing across the cliffs of Echo Ridge Isle with a feral intensity. Grant pulled his jacket tight, his eyes already adjusted to the dark.

He began the loop.

First, the fence. He didn't touch it with his skin—he used a discarded piece of stiff wire he’d scavenged from the service hatch. As the wire bridged the gap between the iron mesh and the ground, a spark showered the grass. High voltage. Not enough to kill, perhaps, but enough to incapacitate or track. The island was a closed circuit, and he was the current flowing through it.

He moved to the cliffside. The terrain was treacherous, a jagged descent into the churning Pacific. There was no way down without specialized gear, and even then, the tide was currently battering the rocks with enough force to shatter bone.

No escape by water, he noted, his mind cataloging the geography.

He stopped near a cluster of pine trees. He sensed it before he saw it—the faint, rhythmic whir of a servo motor. He peered through the gloom and saw them: automated sentry towers hidden within the natural canopy. They weren't just cameras; they were gimbal-mounted sensors, sweeping the perimeter with thermal and infrared arrays.

Alistair’s hardware, he thought, remembering the tech mogul’s cold, analytical stare at the dinner table.

As he circled back toward the service entrance, a flicker of movement caught his peripheral vision. Near the forest edge, where the light from the estate’s windows failed to reach, a figure was standing. It wasn't one of the other guests. It was too tall, too still—a silhouette of a man wearing a tactical rig, blending perfectly with the dark basalt.

The figure didn't turn, but it raised a hand, tapping a device on its wrist. A red laser dot danced briefly on the rock just inches from Grant’s foot. It wasn't an attack; it was a warning.

We know you’re here, the gesture said. And we are watching.

Grant didn't flinch. He didn't run. He merely tipped his chin in acknowledgment, his own hand drifting to the hidden, makeshift shiv tucked into his waistband. He slipped back into the maintenance hatch, his heart rate steady, his mind already formulating the counter-play.

They thought they had him in a cage, but they had forgotten one thing: a mercenary was never just a participant. A mercenary was always, by definition, a wildcard.
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​Chapter 8: Evelyn’s Hidden Briefcase
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The door to Evelyn Mercer’s room hissed shut, leaving her in a silence so profound it felt like pressure against her eardrums. She didn't head for the bed. She didn't look out at the roiling, uncaring ocean. She went straight to her briefcase.

It was a custom-made attaché of stiff, Italian leather, double-locked with a biometric scanner that only recognized her thumbprint. While the others had arrived with cameras, medical kits, or nothing at all, Evelyn had arrived with a weaponized history.

She set the case on the desk, her fingers hovering over the scanner. Her heart was a frantic bird in her chest, thumping against her ribs. If they found this, the game wouldn't just be about accountability—it would be a public execution.

The lock clicked—a sharp, mechanical snick that sounded like a gunshot in the quiet room.

She opened the lid, revealing a nested compartment hidden beneath a layer of mundane legal documents. Inside lay a single, encrypted hard drive and a physical ledger—a "black book" containing the offshore account numbers, shell company structures, and compromising photographs of the people who held the real power in the city.

Most importantly, it contained the trail leading back to the very entity that had orchestrated this invitation: August Brooks.

"You want accountability, August?" she whispered, her voice trembling with a mixture of terror and cold, hard spite. "Let's see how the jury likes the evidence."

She knew that whoever controlled the information on this drive controlled the outcome of the game. If she played it correctly, she wouldn't just survive the island; she would dismantle it. But the room felt wrong. Every shadow in the corner seemed to pulse with a hidden lens. She realized she couldn't keep it in the room—not with the house’s automated systems constantly scanning the interior.

Evelyn moved to the closet, where the heavy, basalt-veined stone of the room’s construction met the floor. She knelt, pressing her manicured fingernails into the seam of the baseboard. She had spent the last hour since dinner surreptitiously testing the room's integrity. There, behind a loose panel, was a hollow space—a remnant of the building's construction or perhaps a flaw she had been lucky enough to find.

She slid the ledger and the drive into the gap, then pushed the panel back into place. It was flush, invisible to the naked eye.

She stood up, smoothing her skirt, and caught her reflection in the darkened window. She looked polished, professional, and entirely terrified. She had her leverage, but she was trapped in a cage with a man who had built the bars himself.

A sudden, sharp chime echoed through her room—the same one that had summoned them to dinner.

“Subject inactivity detected,” the synthesized voice grated, its tone fluctuating with an artificial, mocking concern. “Please report to the central atrium for a mandatory orientation update.”

Evelyn walked to the door, her hands empty, her secrets safely tucked into the cold heart of the island’s walls. She wasn't just a player in Brooks’ game anymore. She was a saboteur.
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​Chapter 9: Nora’s Trembling Hands
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The chime echoed in Nora’s ears like a physical blow. She stood in the center of her suite, the walls feeling as if they were slowly contracting, tightening around her like a throat.

Her hands, visible in the harsh, recessed lighting, were performing a rhythmic, involuntary dance—a tremor she had spent the last three years mastering the art of concealing. She pressed her palms flat against the cold surface of the desk, forcing the muscles in her forearms to lock, trying to deceive the very air around her.

They are watching, she thought. The cameras. The vents. Everything is an eye.

She reached into the inner lining of her coat, fingers brushing against the familiar, smooth plastic of the unlabeled bottle. It was nearly empty. She had rationed them, calculated every milligram against the hours of the day, but the stress of the ferry ride, the sight of the jagged cliffs, and the clinical, dead-eyed stare of August Brooks had burned through her supply faster than she had anticipated.

She uncapped the bottle, the sound of the plastic seal snapping off sounding like a thunderclap in the oppressive quiet. She shook a single pill into her palm. It was her anchor. Without it, the memories would flood back—the smell of the operating room, the persistent, rhythmic beep-beep-beep of the monitor going flat, the hollow, accusing look in the eyes of the family she had lied to.

She swallowed it dry, her throat tight.

I am a doctor, she repeated to herself, a mantra she had used to survive every deposition, every board review, every long, dark night. I am a healer. I am a victim of circumstance.

She walked to the bathroom to splash cold water on her face, but as she leaned over the basin, her gaze caught the reflection in the vanity mirror. She didn't look like a healer. She looked like a ghost. Her skin was waxy, her eyes bloodshot, and her movements were brittle.

A sudden, sharp beep sounded from the wall—the intercom.

“Dr. Hayes,” the synthetic voice chimed. “Your heart rate variability is indicating significant distress. Would you like a sedative from the medical bay?”

Nora froze, her hand hovering over the faucet. They were monitoring her vitals. They knew about the withdrawal. They knew she was chemically unspooling.

"No," she said, her voice cracking before she caught it. She cleared her throat, forcing a level of professional coldness she hadn't possessed in years. "No. I’m... I’m perfectly fine. It’s just the humidity."

“Understood. Please report to the central atrium. Orientation begins in three minutes.”

She turned away from the mirror, grabbing her coat and pulling it tight to hide the shaking of her hands. She stepped into the hallway, catching a glimpse of Desmond Cole exiting his room. He looked as haunted as she felt, his gaze darting toward the hidden cameras with a wild, frantic intensity.

She forced herself to walk past him, keeping her eyes fixed forward. She couldn't afford to be seen. She couldn't afford to be known. If they discovered what she had done in that operating room, the game August Brooks was playing would be the least of her worries.
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​Chapter 10: Desmond’s Notetaking
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Desmond Cole didn't trust his memory anymore. The constant, low-frequency hum of the estate seemed to vibrate directly against his skull, scrambling his thoughts like a corrupted data file. In his pocket, he clutched a small, leather-bound notebook—the only thing they hadn't stripped from him during the "screening" on the ferry.

He didn't have a pen. He had been forced to use a piece of charcoal he’d scraped from the remains of a fireplace in the Great Hall, smudging the soot-black marks onto the yellowed pages.

He sat on the edge of his bed, the door ajar just enough to observe the hallway. He wasn't writing a memoir; he was writing an autopsy of the people he was trapped with.

Evelyn Mercer. The lawyer. Always looking for an exit clause. She has a heavy case she won't let out of her sight. Why?

He scribbled, his fingers stained black. He turned the page.

Nora Hayes. The doctor. She’s vibrating. Not from the cold—it’s the look of someone who’s constantly checking the perimeter for ghosts. Addiction? Or guilt? She hides her hands. Why?

Desmond’s eyes flicked to the ceiling. He knew the red dot was there, a passive lens recording his every move. He moved his notebook into the shadow of the bed frame, his movements frantic. He was a journalist, but here, he was the lead story. He knew how these things worked—Brooks wasn't just observing them; he was curating a narrative.

Grant Kael. The soldier. He isn't looking for a way out—he’s looking for a way in. He’s the only one who didn't flinch at the dinner table. He’s dangerous.

A floorboard creaked in the hall. Desmond snapped the book shut, shoving it under the mattress.

He stood up, his heart hammering against his ribs like a trapped bird. The orientation session was starting. He had to go, had to stand with them, had to look them in the eye while mentally tearing them apart.

He caught his reflection in the room's glass wall. He looked disheveled, his eyes wild and bloodshot. He looked like the madman in a conspiracy thriller, and he realized with a sickening jolt that he was exactly the kind of person August Brooks would want as his witness.

If I don't write this down, Desmond thought, I’m going to forget who I am.

He stepped out into the hallway, his fingers still stained with soot, the names of the people he was destined to destroy—or be destroyed by—etched into his mind. He wasn't just recording their secrets anymore. He was collecting the evidence for his own survival.
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​Chapter 11: Harper’s Lens Finds a Shadow
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Harper Quinn didn’t believe in coincidences. She believed in frames, compositions, and the ugly truths that hid in the periphery of a shot. While the others were busy unraveling, Harper was busy working.

She sat in the central atrium, waiting for the orientation to begin. She kept her camera hanging low against her chest, the lens cap off. She wasn't taking photos of the group; she was taking photos of the room. She was mapping the architecture, the shadows, and, most importantly, the inconsistencies.

She brought her camera up, framing a shot of the high, vaulted ceiling where the air vents met the basalt walls. She didn't look through the viewfinder; she let the autofocus hum.

Click.

She pulled the camera down and reviewed the image on the small, high-resolution LCD screen. She zoomed in—10x, 20x, 40x.

There, tucked into the corner where the shadow was deepest, was a seam. It wasn't just a seam—it was an aperture. A lens, no larger than a grain of sand, sat behind a microscopic piece of tinted glass. It was swiveling, its movement so subtle it would be invisible to the naked eye.

Harper felt a cold thrill of adrenaline. She scanned the rest of the room.

Click.

Another one near the door.

Click.

One behind the decorative sconce on the far wall.

She wasn't just being watched; she was being documented from every conceivable angle. But then, her finger paused over the shutter release. She caught something else. In
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