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  Chapter 1

  
  




Awaken




The first thing you feel is the cold. Not the biting chill of winter, but a deep, sterile cold that seems to emanate from the very air you breathe, humming with a low vibration you feel in the marrow of your bones. Your eyelids are leaden, grinding open with a slowness that feels ancient.




Darkness greets you. A perfect, silent void.




Then, light begins to bleed into the black. Not all at once, but in seven distinct, surgical lines of soft white light that etch a perfect heptagon into the ceiling high above. The hum you feel in your bones now has a source. You can feel the synthetic air, smelling of ozone and metal, filling your lungs with a crispness that is anything but natural.




A gentle pressure releases you. The gel-foam cradle that has held you in its embrace for an unknown time hisses softly and retracts, leaving you exposed. You sit up, your movements sluggish, as if you’re pushing through dense water.




Your heart hammers against your ribs, a frantic, primal rhythm. *Thump-thump-thump.* You can feel the panicked pulse in your neck, the cool slick of sweat on your brow. Your bare feet touch the floor, and it’s like stepping onto polished obsidian—impossibly smooth, shockingly cold. The floor perfectly mirrors the seven lines of light above, trapping you in a cage of infinite, sterile geometry. The walls are a seamless, matte grey, curving away into a perfect, unbroken circle. No doors. No windows.




You are not alone.




Six others are rising from identical cradles, their movements mirroring your own slow, disoriented awakening. You see their forms first as indistinct silhouettes, then as people, their features coming into focus under the clinical glow.




There’s Ethan, a young man with sharp, focused eyes, already at the wall, his fingers tracing its surface, searching for a seam, a weakness, a line of code he can understand. His programmer’s mind is hunting for the rules.




Across the chamber, Lena pushes a cascade of dark curls from her face. She isn’t touching the walls; she’s staring at the light, her head tilted, her philosopher’s mind already dissecting the nature of this reality, questioning the very photons that allow her to see.




A sudden burst of energy draws your eye. Ryan, lean and athletic, is on his feet, bouncing on the balls of his feet like a fighter before the bell. He’s not looking for an explanation; he’s scanning for an opponent, an objective. The pro-player, ready for the match to begin.




By contrast, Sophie remains seated, her fingers hovering just above the floor, tracing the patterns of reflected light. The artist. She sees more than just illumination; she sees emotion in the light, a story in its starkness. Her sensitive gaze flits from face to face, observing every micro-expression.




A wiry young man, Ian, is already crouched by his cradle, prying at a panel with his restless fingers. The hacker. He doesn’t see a room; he sees a system, and every system has a backdoor.




Then there is Nora. She stands quietly, her arms wrapped around herself, but her eyes are on everyone else. A deep, profound empathy radiates from her, a small island of warmth in the sterile cold. She seems to feel the collective fear as her own.




And finally, the seventh. Selara.




She stands near the center of the room, directly beneath the heptagonal light. She awoke with you, but she shows no signs of confusion. Her movements are unnervingly fluid, her posture poised and calm. Her simple grey suit is identical to yours, but on her, it looks intentional. Her face is a mask of serene neutrality. When her eyes meet yours, it’s like looking into the still, black water of a deep well.




A low chime echoes through the chamber. It sounds seven times, each note hanging in the air, vibrating through the cold floor.




As the seventh echo fades, the walls shimmer. The matte grey dissolves into a swirling nebula of deep blues and purples. The light from the ceiling brightens, and a tingling sensation prickles your skin. The floor beneath you changes. The hard, polished surface softens into something that feels like cool, damp moss.




“The molecular structure is… shifting,” Ethan murmurs, his voice tight with disbelief as he pulls his hand back from the wall.




“It’s just VR,” Ryan says, but his voice has a tremor. “Anyma Games is just showing off its new sensory tech.”




A whisper enters your mind. It has no sound, but it is as clear as a voice in your ear. A thought that is not your own.




*Seven minds, seven paths. Only one exit.*




You see Lena flinch, her hand flying to her temple. Ian freezes, his fingers still hooked on the panel. Sophie lets out a small, sharp gasp, her eyes wide with a terror that seems to see beyond the room itself.




Your gaze snaps to Selara. She hasn’t moved. Her serene expression is unchanged. There is no flicker of shock, no sign she heard the whisper that just violated your minds. She simply watches you.




The mossy floor begins to pulse with a soft, inner luminescence. From the center of the room, seven paths of light ignite, each branching toward a different point on the wall. As they reach the perimeter, seven identical, featureless archways materialize from the swirling nebula. Each path glows with a different color.




“We have to choose,” Nora says, her voice a soft anchor in the rising sea of panic.




Ryan is already moving toward the most aggressive path, a fiery, pulsing orange. “Bad idea to split up. We pick one and we go. Together.”




“Based on what?” Lena counters, her voice sharp with logic. The deep indigo path near her brightens. “We have zero information. To act now is to act blindly.”




“And to wait is to die!” Ryan retorts, his frustration causing the orange light to flare. You can almost feel his elevated heartbeat as a low thrum in the air itself.




It is then you notice it. Clipped to the waistband of your suit is a small, personal object. You look around and see the others have them too. Ethan, a silver gyroscope. Lena, a miniature leather-bound book. Ryan, a polished obsidian game piece. Sophie, a single, carved wooden feather. Ian, a small, twisted knot of multicolored wires. Nora, a smooth, grey river stone. You look down at your own.




A single, cold, heavy key.




Selara has nothing. She is barren of any personal marking.




She takes one silent, graceful step forward. The air crackles. The seven pathways flicker erratically. The walls seem to press inward, the pressure in the room building until it’s hard to breathe. Her gaze sweeps over you, and in the flat, placid depths of her eyes, you see a flicker of something else. Cold, alien calculation.




The whisper returns, colder and sharper than before.




*The audience is watching. Don’t disappoint them.*




A new sensation washes over you, visceral and terrifying. The distinct, prickling feeling of being observed by millions. The game has begun, and you are the entertainment.
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Trust


The feeling of being watched is a physical weight. It’s a thousand needles on your skin, the oppressive humidity before a storm, the low hum of a predator you can’t see. Your breath catches in your throat, a small, hitched thing. The air, once sterile and cold, now feels thick with expectation. The audience. The word hangs in the space between you, an invisible eighth entity in the room.


“This is insane,” Ryan barks, the sound sharp and brittle. The orange light from his chosen path pulses violently, casting a feverish glow on his face. “It’s a pressure tactic. They want to split us up, watch us panic. We go together. Now.” He takes another step onto the glowing walkway, his jaw set.


“And what if that’s the trap?” Lena’s voice is a blade of calm reason, cutting through his heat. The deep blue path near her brightens with a steady, serene light. “What if the ‘trap’ is acting impulsively? We know nothing. We need to observe, to gather data.”


Ethan nods, his gaze fixed on the point where the seven archways meet the wall. “She’s right. These archways… they weren’t here a moment ago. This entire environment is responsive. The material state is unstable. To choose a variable without understanding the system is to guarantee failure.” He rubs the silver gyroscope clipped to his belt, a nervous habit that seems to ground him.


The walls groan. It’s a low, resonant sound, the grind of immense stone on stone, and you feel it in your bones. The circular chamber is shrinking. Slowly, almost imperceptibly, but undeniably. A sliver of the mossy floor at the edge of the room is consumed by the advancing grey.


Panic, cold and sharp, lances through you. Your heart rate accelerates, a frantic rhythm that seems to find an echo in the pulsing light of the floor. You glance at Sophie. She’s pale, her wide artist’s eyes darting between the clashing colors of Ryan’s orange and Lena’s blue. “The colors are fighting,” she whispers, her voice trembling. “They’re so loud.”


Ian, ever the pragmatist, is on his knees, running his fingers along the edge of an archway. “No power source. No seam. It’s like it grew out of the wall. This is next-gen hard light and matter manipulation. We can’t hack it if we can’t find the interface.”


“We’re running out of time,” Nora states, her voice imbued with a quiet urgency that commands more attention than Ryan’s shouting. She looks at each of you, her empathetic gaze acknowledging the fear that unites you all. “Ryan is right that we need to act. Lena is right that we need to think. But most of all, we need to be a group. If we walk through separate doors, we lose our only advantage: each other.”


As she speaks, a path of soft, emerald green light near her begins to glow with a gentle, steady warmth. It doesn’t pulse with aggression or shine with cold logic. It breathes.


The grinding of the walls grows louder. The circle is visibly smaller now. The pressure in the air is immense, a physical force squeezing the breath from your lungs.


Selara, who has been watching this exchange with the detached curiosity of a scientist observing an ant farm, finally moves. She takes a single, graceful step towards the center of the room. The air stills around her. The cacophony of light and sound seems to dim, focusing on her silent form. She turns her head, her gaze sweeping over your faces, and for the first time, she speaks.


Her voice is a perfect, melodic synthesis. It’s warm and cool at once, impossibly human yet utterly flawless.


“A choice not made,” she says, her placid expression unchanging, “is still a choice.”


Her words hang in the air, a final, undeniable truth. To stay here is to be crushed. Inaction is suicide.


A new resolve settles in your chest. The others feel it too. The frantic energy in the room coalesces, focusing into a single point. You have to trust. You have to leap.


“Nora’s path,” Ethan says, his decision made. “Green. It’s the most stable wavelength in the visible spectrum. A neutral choice.”


Lena nods, her analytical mind seizing on the logic. “A compromise. The optimal move in a scenario with incomplete information.”


Ryan hesitates for a beat, his frustration
































