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    For the ones who choose to stay awake when the world is dreaming of gold.
And for those whose names we whisper in the dark, reminding us that no life is a number, and no breath is for sale.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "They told us the world was a balance sheet. We forgot that a heartbeat does not have a price, and a soul cannot be spent. We were never meant to be the coins; we were meant to be the light."
— The Library of Breath, Archive 001
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Chapter 1: The First Tap
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The sky over the city was the color of a bruised plum. Liora stood on the balcony of the small clinic, watching the lights of the high-rise buildings flicker on. Below her, the streets of the city were busy. People moved with a new kind of energy. It was a nervous, electric speed. They were all holding their phones.

Liora was a nurse. She spent her days cleaning wounds and giving medicine to people who could barely afford to eat. But in the last month, everything had changed. The poverty that had gripped the neighborhood for years was starting to dissolve, replaced by something much more frightening.

She looked down at her own hand. Her phone felt heavy in her pocket. She had not downloaded the app yet. She was one of the few who had stayed away.

The app was called Bitfall. Its icon was a simple, elegant drop of gold. The instructions were written in every language, clear and easy for a child to understand.

Press the button. Receive ten thousand credits. One random life ends to balance the wealth.

At first, the world thought it was a prank. Then, the first millionaires appeared in the slums of Mumbai, the favelas of Rio de Janeiro, and the suburbs of Chicago. At the same moment, the news began to report sudden, unexplainable deaths. Healthy people were simply stopping. Their hearts would cease to beat at the exact microsecond a "profit" was claimed.

"Liora?"

The voice was soft. Liora turned to see Amara, a young doctor she worked with. Amara looked tired. Her eyes were rimmed with red, and her lab coat was wrinkled.

"The boy in room four," Amara said. Her voice trembled. "He just went."

Liora felt a cold chill run down her spine. "Was it a Bitfall event?"

Amara nodded. She held up a small, clear bag. Inside was the boy's phone. The screen was still glowing with a notification. It was a receipt. The boy’s father had pressed the button. He had wanted to pay for his son’s surgery. He had gained the money to save the boy, but the app had chosen the boy as the sacrifice for someone else’s profit at the very same moment.

"The father is screaming in the hallway," Amara whispered. "He does not understand. He thought he was saving him. He did not realize that every time someone wins, the world loses a piece of itself."

Liora walked back inside the clinic. The air smelled of antiseptic and sadness. She saw the father. He was a man named Tarek. He was a hardworking mechanic who had always been kind. Now, he was on his knees, clutching a handful of cash that had been printed from a nearby teller machine.

"I only wanted to help him!" Tarek cried out. His voice echoed off the white walls. "I just wanted him to walk again!"

Liora knelt beside him. She did not look at the money. She looked at his face. "Tarek, please. Look at me."

"I killed him, didn't I?" Tarek asked. His eyes were wide with a terrible realization. "I pressed it three times. I wanted to make sure we had enough for the medicine, too."

Liora had no words to comfort him. How could she? The logic of the app was perfect and cruel. It turned love into a weapon. It turned a father’s hope into a son’s end.

Across the street, a loud cheer erupted from a luxury apartment building. A group of young men were standing on a roof, throwing expensive bottles of water into the air. They were laughing. They were celebrating their new wealth. They did not know Tarek. They did not know the boy in room four. To them, Bitfall was a game. It was a way to escape the grind of life.

Liora felt a surge of anger. She stood up and walked to the window. The city was glowing brighter than ever. People were buying cars, clothes, and jewelry. The economy was booming, but the morgues were overflowing.

The balance of the world was shifting. For every gold coin that appeared in a digital wallet, a breath was stolen.

She thought of her sister, Zoya. Zoya was at home, waiting for Liora to finish her shift. Zoya was young and full of dreams. She wanted to be a painter. She saw the beauty in the world, even when things were dark. Liora worked two jobs just to keep Zoya in school.

Her phone buzzed in her pocket. It was a message from Zoya.

Liora, please come home soon. The neighbors are fighting. Everyone is acting strange. I am scared.

Liora gripped her phone. She looked at the screen. A pop-up advertisement appeared. It was the golden drop of Bitfall.

Do you want to change your life? it asked. One tap is all it takes.

Liora stared at the button. She thought of the bills she could not pay. She thought of the leaking roof in their tiny apartment. She thought of the art supplies Zoya needed.

Then, she looked back at Tarek, who was being led away by Amara. He looked like a ghost. He had all the money in the world now, and he had nothing at all.

Liora swiped the notification away. She felt a deep, hollow ache in her chest. The world had become a lottery where the prize was gold and the ticket was a human soul.

She grabbed her bag and headed for the door. She needed to get to Zoya. She needed to make sure her sister was safe in a world where anyone, anywhere, could be the price of a stranger’s greed.

As she stepped out into the night air, the wind felt colder than usual. She saw a woman sitting on a bench, staring at her phone with a look of intense hunger. The woman’s thumb hovered over the screen. Her face was pale in the blue light.

Liora wondered who would die tonight. She wondered if the person pressing the button ever thought about the face of the one they were sacrificing.

She began to run. She ran past the shiny new cars and the people wearing expensive silk. She ran toward the older part of the city, where the shadows were deeper.

When she reached her apartment building, she saw something that made her heart stop. There was an ambulance parked out front. The lights were flashing, casting red and blue shadows against the brick walls.

"No," Liora whispered. "Please, no."

She pushed through the small crowd of neighbors. They were all holding their phones, some of them crying, some of them looking guilty.

"Who is it?" Liora shouted. "Who happened?"

An old woman named Mrs. Gable looked at Liora. Her eyes were full of tears. "It was so fast, dear. We were just talking about the weather. Then her phone pinged with a notification, and she just... she just sat down."

Liora’s breath caught in her throat. She pushed past the paramedics and ran up the stairs. Her legs felt like lead. She reached the third floor and burst through the door of her apartment.

The living room was quiet. The smell of jasmine tea was in the air. Zoya was sitting on the sofa. Her head was tilted back, and her eyes were closed. She looked like she was sleeping.

But her hand was open, and her phone lay on the floor.

On the screen, a message was visible. It was not a receipt for money. It was a final notification.

Thank you for your contribution to the global balance.

Liora fell to her knees. She took Zoya’s hand. It was still warm.

"Zoya?" she whispered. "Zoya, wake up. It is just a dream. Please wake up."

There was no answer. The sister she had protected her whole life was gone. Zoya had not even used the app. She had simply been the "sacrifice" for someone else’s tap.

Outside, the city continued to roar. Somewhere, someone was celebrating a new fortune. Somewhere, a person was looking at a bank balance that had just grown by ten thousand credits.

Liora pulled Zoya’s body close to her. She did not cry. The grief was too big for tears. It was a heavy, crushing weight that pushed the air out of her lungs.

She looked at the phone on the floor. The golden drop was still there, shimmering, inviting. It was a beautiful thing that hid a monster.

Liora realized then that the world was not just dying. It was being sold, piece by piece, breath by breath.

She picked up the phone. Her finger hovered over the screen. Not to gain money. Not to join the greed.

She wanted to know who had done this. She wanted to know who was behind the golden drop.

How many lives are worth a single coin?
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Chapter 2: Empty Chairs
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The sun rose over the city, but it did not bring the usual warmth. To Liora, the light felt thin and cold. It spilled across the wooden floor of the kitchen, highlighting the dust dancing in the air. She sat at the small table, her hands wrapped around a mug of tea that had long ago turned ice-cold.

Opposite her was Zoya’s chair.

It was a simple chair made of pale wood, with a small cushion that Zoya had sewn herself. It was empty. The sight of it was like a physical blow to Liora’s chest. Every morning for years, Zoya had sat there, messy hair tied back, sketching in her book while she ate her toast. She would talk about the colors of the sunrise or the way the neighbor’s cat looked sitting on the fence.

Now, there was only silence. The clock on the wall ticked loudly, marking the seconds of a world that felt fundamentally broken.

Liora looked at her sister’s sketchbook, which still lay on the edge of the table. She reached out and opened it. The last drawing was a portrait of Liora. It was not finished. The lines of the jaw were soft, and the eyes were full of a kindness that Liora did not feel she possessed anymore.

A heavy knock at the door broke the silence.

Liora did not move at first. She was afraid of who might be there. Was it the police? Was it another neighbor looking for a loan? Since Bitfall had become a global obsession, the social rules of the city had crumbled. People were either hiding in fear or walking the streets with a strange, aggressive confidence.

The knock came again, louder this time.

Liora stood up. Her legs felt stiff. She walked to the door and pulled it open. Standing in the hallway was Malik, an elderly man who lived on the floor below. He was holding a small basket of bread. His face was etched with deep lines of worry.

"I heard," Malik said softly. His voice was like dry leaves brushing together. "I am so sorry, Liora. Zoya was a bright light in this gray building."

"Thank you, Malik," Liora replied. She felt a lump in her throat.

Malik looked down at his feet. "It is happening everywhere. My brother in Alexandria... he went yesterday. And my cousin in London. They say the app does not care about borders. It does not care about who you are. It only cares about the balance."

"It is not balance," Liora said, her voice turning sharp. "It is murder. It is a slow, quiet war."

Malik sighed. "People are calling it 'The Great Rebalancing.' They say it is the only way to end poverty. They say that for the world to be rich, some must step aside. They talk about it on the news as if it is a natural disaster, like a storm we cannot stop."

Liora looked past Malik at the open door of the apartment across the hall. Through the gap, she could see a brand-new, massive television screen. It was playing a brightly colored commercial for a luxury cruise. The owner of that apartment was a man who had been unemployed for years. Now, he was wearing a suit that cost more than Liora made in a month.

"They are not stepping aside," Liora said. "They are being pushed."

She took the bread from Malik and thanked him again. When she closed the door, she felt the weight of the city pressing in on her. She knew she could not stay in the apartment. The silence was too loud. The empty chair was too heavy.

She decided to go to the clinic. Work was the only thing she had left.

As she walked through the streets, the changes in the city were even more visible. The contrast was jarring. In one doorway, a family was weeping over a body wrapped in a sheet. Ten feet away, a woman was stepping out of a gold-colored car, laughing as she held a bag full of expensive jewelry.

There was a new smell in the air—a mixture of expensive perfume and the metallic scent of fear.

Liora passed a public square where a large digital screen had been installed. It showed a map of the world. Every few seconds, a small gold dot would pulse on the map, followed by a tiny red flicker. Each gold dot was a transaction. Each red flicker was a life ending.

A crowd had gathered around the screen. They were watching the pulses with a look of intense fascination. Some people were cheering when a gold dot appeared in their region. They were checking their phones, hoping the credits would land in their accounts.

"It is like a heartbeat," a voice said beside her.

Liora turned. Standing near her was a man she did not recognize. He was tall, with dark, messy hair and glasses that were slightly crooked. He was wearing a plain gray coat that looked worn at the elbows. He was not looking at the screen with greed. He was looking at it with a deep, analytical sadness.

"It is a death rattle," Liora corrected him.

The man looked at her. His eyes were sharp and intelligent. "You are right. My name is Soren. I used to work in data security before the world went mad."

"I am Liora."

Soren gestured toward the screen. "I have been tracking the pulses for three days. The company behind Bitfall says the selection is random. They say it is a perfect lottery. But the numbers do not add up."

Liora felt a spark of interest. "What do you mean?"

"Randomness has a specific pattern," Soren explained. He spoke in a way that was easy to understand, even though his topic was complex. "But this... this has a flow. It is moving through certain neighborhoods more than others. It avoids the gated communities where the developers live. It hits the hospitals and the schools more often than the offices of the wealthy."

Liora thought of the boy in room four. She thought of Zoya. "You think someone is choosing?"

"I think the algorithm has a bias," Soren said. "It is designed to protect the people who created it. It feeds on the vulnerable to provide for the greedy. It is not a lottery. It is a harvest."

Liora felt a cold shiver. "Why are you telling me this?"

Soren looked around cautiously. "Because I saw you looking at the screen. You did not have hunger in your eyes. You had grief. And grief is the only thing that can fight greed. I am looking for people who want to see behind the curtain."

"I just lost my sister," Liora whispered. "I do not want to fight. I just want her back."

"I know," Soren said gently. "I lost my father last week. He was a good man. He spent his whole life building libraries. The app took him so a teenager in another country could buy a faster motorcycle."

They stood in silence for a moment, two strangers bound by a shared loss in a world that was moving on without them.

"I have a place," Soren said, handing her a small piece of paper with an address written on it. "It is an old basement under the library. I am gathering data. If we can prove the app is not random, we might be able to turn the world against it. People accept 'fate,' but they will not accept being targeted."

Liora took the paper. "I have to go to work."

"The clinic?" Soren asked. "I know who you are, Liora. I have seen you helping people. But how many people can you save with medicine when the app can kill them with a single click? You are treating the symptoms. I want to kill the virus."

Liora did not answer. She tucked the paper into her pocket and walked away.

When she reached the clinic, the scene was chaotic. The waiting room was packed. But these were not sick people. They were people who were terrified. They wanted check-ups. They wanted to know if there was a way to "strengthen" their hearts against the Bitfall effect.

Amara, the doctor, was trying to calm a woman who was hysterical.

"There is no medicine for this!" Amara shouted over the noise. "It is not a disease! Please, go home. Lock your doors. Stay with your families."

Liora pushed through the crowd and joined Amara. Together, they worked through the morning, but it felt hopeless. They weren't healing anyone. They were just witnessing a collective panic.

Around noon, the clinic's power flickered. The lights dimmed, then brightened. Everyone in the room went silent. They all looked at their phones at the same time.

In the silence, a soft ping echoed.

A man sitting in the corner, a young father holding his infant daughter, suddenly let
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