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    To the invisible ones,who make the world real simply by being there.
And to the quiet observers,who know that silence is the loudest sound of all.

      

    



  	
        
            
            sondern. the realization that each random passerby is living a life as vivid and complex as your own—populated with their own ambitions, friends, routines, worries and inherited craziness—an epic story that continues invisibly around you like an anthill sprawling deep underground, with elaborate passageways to thousands of other lives that you'll never know existed, in which you might appear only once, as an extra sipping coffee in the background, as a blur of traffic passing on the highway, as a lighted window at dusk.
— The Dictionary of Obscure Sorrows

      

    

DAVIS SHYAKA MUSIRIKARE

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

PART I: THE UNSEEN WAR



CHAPTER 1: THE GREY MORNING
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The light was not warm. That was the first thing Cass realized.

She opened her eyes, expecting the soft, golden slant of morning sun through a curtain, or perhaps the sharp, artificial sting of a digital alarm clock. Instead, there was only a flat, diffused whiteness. It came from everywhere and nowhere at once, a glow that seemed to seep out of the ceiling panels themselves.

Cass sat up. Her head throbbed, a dull, rhythmic ache behind her eyes, like the echo of a loud bell that had stopped ringing hours ago. She blinked, trying to clear the fog in her mind.

"Hello?" she whispered.

Her voice sounded small. The room swallowed the sound instantly.

She looked around. The room was a perfect square. The walls were a pale, matte grey. The floor was a slightly darker shade of grey, smooth and cold against her bare feet. The bed she sat on was a simple rectangle—a metal frame, a thin white mattress, a grey wool blanket. There was no clutter. No pictures on the walls. No clothes pile in the corner. No phone. No books.

It was a room designed for existence, not for living.

Panic, cold and sharp, began to rise in her chest. She scrambled out of the bed, her breathing hitching. Where was she? She tried to think back to last night. She squeezed her eyes shut, digging for a memory.

Dinner? A drive home? A movie?

Nothing.

There was a wall of white static in her mind. She could remember concepts—she knew what a car was, she knew what rain felt like, she knew the smell of coffee. But she couldn't remember her last name. She couldn't remember the face of her mother. She couldn't remember how she got into this grey box.

"Okay. Okay, breathe," she told herself. She rubbed her arms.

She was wearing clothes she didn’t recognize. It was a jumpsuit, or coveralls, made of a stiff, synthetic fabric. It was the color of a storm cloud. It zipped up the front to her neck. It fit perfectly, tailored to her limbs, but it felt alien on her skin.

She turned to the only feature in the room that wasn't a bed: a door.

She rushed to it and grabbed the handle. It was unlocked. It swung open silently on well-oiled hinges, revealing a small, sterile bathroom. A sink, a toilet, a shower stall. And a mirror.

Cass stumbled toward the sink, gripping the porcelain edges with white-knuckled hands. She looked up, desperate to see something familiar.

She stared.

The face looking back was hers, but it wasn’t. The features were correct—the shape of the nose, the curve of the jaw. But the skin looked polished, scrubbed of any imperfection. There were no bags under her eyes, no stray freckles, no scars from childhood falls. Her hair was pulled back into a tight, severe bun that mirrored the severe grey of the room.

But it was the expression that terrified her.

In the split second before her brain registered the reflection, the face in the mirror wasn't looking at her with fear. It was staring back with a blank, pleasant emptiness. A vacate gaze. It was only when Cass gasped that the reflection gasped too, the mask of indifference breaking into human terror.

I look like a doll, she thought. I look like a mannequin.

Suddenly, a sound pierced the silence. It wasn't a speaker on the wall. It wasn't a voice from the hallway. It was a vibration, a whisper that seemed to originate from the center of her own skull. It was clear, genderless, and impossibly calm.

"Welcome, Player 7."

Cass spun around, backing against the sink. "Who’s there? Where am I?"

The voice ignored her questions. It continued, reciting a script that felt etched into the air itself.

"You are in The Municipality. You are one of twelve. The others are your enemies. This is not a prison. It is a board."

Cass grabbed her head, her fingers digging into her scalp. "Stop it! Get out of my head!"

"Listen closely," the voice intoned, devoid of pity. "The Municipality is home to ten thousand residents. They are the Drones. They are the water in the river. They are the grass in the field. To the untrained eye, you look exactly like them. You are wearing their skin. You are wearing their clothes."

Cass looked down at her grey coveralls. The horror of it washed over her. Camouflage.

"The Objective is simple," the voice continued. "Eliminate the other eleven players. Be the last anomaly standing."

"I’m not killing anyone," Cass whispered, tears stinging her eyes. "I’m not a killer."

"The Rules are absolute," the voice said, overpowering her whimpered protest. "Rule One: Violence reveals you. To attack is to announce 'I am here.' Rule Two: The Drones are indifferent, but fragile. Rule Three: If you are identified as an anomaly, the game ends for you."

The voice paused, letting the silence stretch for a heartbeat.

"Act like them, and you will live. Act like yourself, and you will die like yourself. The door is unlocking. Good luck, Player 7."

A soft click echoed from the main door of the apartment, the one leading out.

Then, the presence in her mind vanished. The headache faded, leaving only the sharp clarity of adrenaline.

Cass stood in the bathroom for a long time, listening to the drip of the faucet. Kill them all. The words felt like poison. She was a normal person—she felt like a normal person, anyway. She didn't know how to fight. She didn't know how to hunt.

But she knew she didn't want to die here.

She washed her face with cold water, trying to scrub away the fear. She looked in the mirror again. She forced her face to relax. She smoothed her brow. She unclenched her jaw. She stared until her eyes went unfocused.

Blank, she told herself. Be blank.

She walked back into the main room. She checked the pockets of her coveralls. Empty. No weapon. No map. No food.

She approached the main door. Her hand hovered over the handle. She had no idea what was on the other side. A jungle? An arena? A dungeon?

She turned the handle and pushed.

The air that hit her was cool and smelled of ozone and concrete.

Cass stepped out into a hallway. It was vast, stretching endlessly to the left and right, lined with hundreds of identical grey doors. The floor was polished tile. The lights overhead hummed with a low, electric buzz.

She wasn't alone.

Down the hall, to her left, a door opened. A figure stepped out.

Cass froze. Her heart hammered against her ribs like a trapped bird. She pressed her back against her doorframe, ready to bolt back inside.

The figure was a man. He wore the same grey coveralls. He had the same severe, tidy hair. He walked into the center of the hallway. He didn't look left. He didn't look right. He didn't look at Cass, even though she was only twenty feet away.

He simply turned toward the elevators at the end of the hall and began to walk.

His pace was steady. Step, step, step. His arms swung at his sides in a perfect, gentle rhythm. His face was smoothed of all worry, all thought. He looked peaceful.

He looked... empty.

A Drone, Cass realized. That’s a Drone.

He was so human, yet so clearly not. There was no tension in his shoulders. No curiosity in his gaze. He was a machine made of meat, following a line of code.

Cass watched him until he rounded the corner. He hadn't noticed her. To him, she was just part of the furniture.

She let out a breath she didn't know she was holding. The voice wasn't lying. She really was invisible. As long as she stayed quiet. As long as she fit in.

She stepped fully into the hallway. She needed to see where she was. She needed to understand the scale of this place.

She walked in the opposite direction of the man, heading toward a large window at the end of the corridor. She tried to mimic his walk. Step, step, step. Don't rush. Don't look around wildly. Keep your eyes forward.

She reached the window and looked out.

Her breath caught in her throat.

The Municipality was not a building. It was a world.

Below her, a city sprawled out in every direction, a labyrinth of grey concrete and glass. There was no sky, only a ceiling of lights far above, perhaps a mile high, simulating a permanently overcast day. The architecture was brutal and repetitive—massive blocky apartment towers, wide plazas, and elevated train tracks that looped through the air like silver ribbons.

But it was the movement that made her dizzy.

Down in the plazas, thousands of grey specks were moving. The crowd flowed like water through a pipe. There was no chaos. No jaywalking. No running. It was a perfect, synchronized geometric dance of ten thousand bodies.

The River of Drones.

And somewhere in that river, there were eleven other people like her. Waking up. Scared. Remembering the order to kill.

Cass pressed her hand against the cold glass. She felt a profound sense of smallness. She was a single drop of red dye trying to hide in an ocean of grey.

She had to go down there. She couldn't stay in this hallway forever. She needed food, water, information. She needed to find a way out.

She turned away from the window. She adjusted her collar. She wiped her sweaty palms on her thighs.

Act like them, the voice had said.

Cass took a deep breath, held it for a second, and then let her face go slack. She killed the light in her eyes. She let her shoulders slump slightly, removing the tension of readiness.

She walked toward the elevator.

The doors slid open. Inside, three Drones stood facing forward. They did not look at her as she entered. They did not shift their feet to make room. They simply existed.

Cass stepped in and turned around to face the doors. She stood shoulder-to-shoulder with them. She could smell them—a faint scent of soap and starch. They were breathing, slow and steady.

The elevator began to descend.

Cass stared at the grey metal doors. Her heart was still racing, beating so hard she was sure the Drones could hear it. Thump-thump. Thump-thump.

But they did not move.

She was descending into the city of strangers. The game had begun.
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CHAPTER 2: THE FLOW
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The elevator doors slid open with a soft chime that sounded like a church bell in the quiet air.

Cass stepped out into the lobby. It was a cathedral of glass and steel. The ceiling soared three stories high, supported by thick, polished pillars. Light streamed in from the massive revolving doors at the far end, illuminating the dust motes dancing in the air.

But it was the silence that hit her hardest.

In a normal city, a lobby this size would be a cacophony. There would be phones ringing, heels clicking, people chatting, security guards shouting directions. Here, there was only a low, rhythmic shushing sound. It sounded like the ocean tide coming in and going out.

Shhh. Shhh. Shhh.

It was the sound of feet. Hundreds of rubber-soled shoes moving in perfect time across the marble floor.

Cass stood near the elevator bank, pressing her back against the cool stone wall. She needed to observe before she moved. She felt like a child standing at the edge of a double-dutch jump rope game, waiting for the perfect moment to jump in without getting tangled.

The Drones moved in streams. One line entered from the left, heading toward a bank of escalators. Another line exited the escalators, heading toward the revolving doors. They didn't bump into each other. They didn't weave. They flowed.

Cass took a deep breath. You are one of them, she told herself. You are grey. You are boring. You are nothing.

She stepped away from the wall.

She aimed for the stream heading toward the exit. She tried to match the speed of the woman in front of her. The woman had short, dark hair and carried a plain black satchel. Cass fell in step behind her, keeping exactly three feet of distance.

Left foot, right foot. Left foot, right foot.

It was harder than it looked. The Drones didn't stroll; they marched with a soft, purposeful fluidity. They didn't look at their feet. They stared straight ahead at a fixed point in the distance.

Cass locked her eyes on the back of the woman’s head. She tried to empty her mind.

They reached the revolving doors. Cass felt a spike of panic—what if she mistimed it? What if she got stuck and the door stopped? That would draw attention.

The woman ahead stepped into a compartment. The door spun. Whirrr.

Cass stepped forward. The glass pane swept past her nose. She shuffled into the next compartment. The door spun. She stepped out.

She was outside.

The Municipality was even more overwhelming up close. The air was crisp and smelled faintly of rain and ozone. The buildings rose up like canyon walls on either side of the street, blocking out any view of the distant horizon. The "sky" above was a flat, pearlescent white sheet of light.

The street was wide, paved with smooth grey stones. There were no cars. Instead, there was a silent tram system gliding along a magnetic rail in the center of the avenue.

And everywhere, there were people.

Thousands of them.

The sheer number of identical grey coveralls made Cass feel dizzy. It was like looking at a magic eye poster; if she stared too long, the patterns started to vibrate.

She kept moving. Stopping in the middle of the sidewalk would be fatal. The flow of the crowd pulled her along. She was just a leaf in a river now.

As she walked, she began to notice the details. The Drones weren't robots. They were biological. She could see the pores on the neck of the man beside her. She could hear the faint wheeze of breath from an older Drone passing in the other direction. They were human, but stripped of everything that made humanity messy.

There was no laughter. No arguing. No kissing. No eating on the go.

Cass’s stomach gave a loud, treacherous growl.

The sound seemed to echo in the quiet street. Cass stiffened, her eyes darting to the Drones nearest to her.

Did they hear?

The man to her right didn't flinch. The woman in front kept walking. They ignored it. To them, it was just background noise, irrelevant data.

Relief washed over her, followed immediately by a new problem. Her nose began to tickle.

It started small—a tiny prickle deep in her left nostril. Maybe it was the dust, or the ozone smell, or just the stress. She twitched her nose, trying to shake it off.

It didn't go away. It grew.

The tickle became an itch, hot and demanding. Her breath hitched. She needed to sneeze.

No, she thought. No, no, no.

A sneeze was violent. A sneeze was loud. A sneeze was a sudden, involuntary explosion of movement. Drones didn't sneeze—or if they did, Cass hadn't seen it yet.

She pressed her tongue to the roof of her mouth, a trick her mother had taught her once. Mother. The memory flashed and vanished—a warm hand on her forehead.

The urge intensified. Her eyes began to water. Her chest tightened. It was building up, a pressure bomb in her sinuses.

If she sneezed, heads would turn. If heads turned, the illusion would break.

She bit the inside of her cheek until she tasted iron. She clenched her hands into fists inside her pockets, digging her nails into her palms. The pain distracted her brain for a split second.

Don't do it. Hold it.

Her face turned red. A single tear leaked out of her eye and rolled down her cheek. Her diaphragm convulsed, trying to force the air out.

She let out a strangled, high-pitched squeak—a tiny, suppressed sound, like a mouse being stepped on.

“Hngggk.”

She squeezed her eyes shut for a micro-second, expecting the blow. Expecting a knife in the back.

Nothing happened.

She opened her eyes. She was still walking. The flow hadn't stopped. The Drones around her were still staring forward, indifferent to her internal war.

She let out a shaky breath through her nose. She had won. She wiped the tear away with a slow, deliberate movement of her finger, making it look like she was just brushing hair from her face.

That was too close, she thought. I’m a ticking time bomb.

She needed to get off the main street. She needed to find a place to sit, to observe, to figure out the rules of biology in this place.

Ahead, she saw a break in the canyon of buildings. A plaza. It was a wide, open square with geometric benches made of polished concrete and sparse, manicured trees that looked like they were made of plastic.

In the corner of the plaza stood a silver kiosk. A line of Drones waited in front of it.

Food.

Cass drifted out of the main stream and toward the plaza. She moved slowly, mimicking the "idle" pace she saw some other Drones using. She found a bench far away from the kiosk, sitting down with a rigid, upright posture.

She watched the kiosk.

A Drone approached the window. It didn't speak. It simply placed its hand on a flat panel. A light turned green. A slot opened, and a small, grey package slid out. A nutrient bar? A ration pack?

The Drone took it and walked away.

Hand on the panel, Cass noted. Biometrics?

If it required a fingerprint scan, she might be doomed. Her fingerprints might not be in the system. Or worse, they might flag her as "ANOMALY."

She watched the next Drone. This one didn't use a hand scan. It reached into its pocket and pulled out a small, hexagonal coin. It dropped the coin into a slot. The package slid out.

Currency.

Cass’s heart leaped. She jammed her hands into the deep pockets of her coveralls.

Left pocket: nothing but lint.
Right pocket: her fingers brushed against cool metal.
She pulled her hand out, keeping it cupped close to her body so no one could see. Resting in her palm were three silver, hexagonal coins. They were stamped with a simple symbol: a circle with a dot in the center.

A wave of sweet relief crashed over her. She wasn't helpless. The game—or whoever put her here—had given her a starting chance.

She stood up. Her legs felt heavy, but the promise of food gave her strength.

She joined the line at the kiosk. There were four Drones ahead of her.

Wait. Step. Wait. Step.

She counted the seconds. Each transaction took exactly ten seconds.

When it was her turn, she stepped up to the silver window. There was no person inside, just a mechanical dispenser. She saw the coin slot.

Her hand trembled slightly. She willed it to stop. Just a machine. Just a coin.

She dropped the hex-coin into the slot. Clink.

A low hum. A light flashed green.

The drawer slid open. Inside was a rectangular package wrapped in foil and a clear pouch of water.

Cass grabbed them. She turned around.

She didn't run away. She walked to the nearest bench, sat down, and opened the water. She took a sip. It was cool and tasteless, but it felt like life itself rushing back into her body.

She broke off a piece of the food bar. It tasted like oats and vitamins. Dry, but edible.

As she chewed, the terror began to recede, replaced by a cold, sharp focus. She had survived the morning. She had walked the street. She had found food.

She looked out across the plaza. Hundreds of people were passing by. Somewhere out there were eleven others. Some might be hiding like her. Some might be hunting.

Her eyes scanned the crowd, looking for anything out of place. A stumble. A sneeze. A look of fear.

And then, she saw it.

Across the plaza, near the entrance to a subway station, a figure was standing still.

It was a man in grey coveralls. But he wasn't looking forward. He wasn't looking at a kiosk.

He was looking directly at her.

He stood perfectly still, like a statue, while the river of Drones parted around him. His face was blank, but his eyes were sharp, intelligent, and focused.

Cass froze, the piece of oat bar halfway to her mouth.

He didn't wave. He didn't smile. He just watched her for three long seconds. Then, he turned his head slowly, checked the time on a large clock tower above the station, and melted back into the crowd, vanishing instantly.

Cass lowered the food. Her appetite was gone.

She wasn't just a drop in the ocean anymore. Someone had seen the ripple.
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CHAPTER 3: THE FIRST CRACK
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Cass didn't finish her food. The appetite that had felt so urgent a moment ago vanished, replaced by a cold knot of anxiety in her stomach.

She wrapped the half-eaten oat bar in its foil and shoved it deep into her pocket. She stood up, moving carefully. Her instinct was to run—to sprint away from the spot where the man had seen her—but she forced her legs to move at the standard, plodding rhythm of the Drones.

Step. Step. Step.

She didn't look back at the clock tower. If he was watching, turning her head would confirm she was scared. And Drones didn't get scared.

She needed to vanish.

The plaza was too open. Too many lines of sight. She needed walls, corners, a place where she could break the line of vision.

She saw a wide staircase leading down into the earth, marked by a glowing blue sign: TRANSIT 04.

The subway.

It was a risk. A confined space with no easy exit. But it was also a place of constant motion, a place where she could be swept away to a different part of the city.

Cass joined the stream of grey coveralls descending the stairs.

The air grew cooler as she went down. The smell of the city—rain and stone—was replaced by the smell of the underground: warm metal, electric ozone, and stale, recycled air. The silence here was heavier. Above ground, the wind and the vastness dampened the sound of footsteps. Down here, the shuffling of thousands of feet echoed off the tiled walls like a continuous, dry whisper.

Shhh-shhh-shhh.

She reached the turnstiles. She watched the Drone in front of her. It tapped a card.

Cass froze. She didn't have a card. She only had the coins.

She looked frantically at the bank of turnstiles. Was there a coin slot?

No. Just a flat black reader.

Panic flared again. If she stopped here, she would cause a pile-up. The Drones behind her would stop. The rhythm would break. Attention would be drawn.

Then she saw it. To the far right, a single gate was different. It had a small, glowing slot. A sign above it read: SINGLE RIDE.

She drifted to the right, sliding through the crowd like a ghost. She reached the gate, fished a coin from her pocket, and dropped it in.

Clink.

The gate opened. She walked through.

She let out a shaky breath. Every small victory felt like defusing a bomb.

The platform was crowded. The Drones stood in perfect rows, toes lined up with the yellow safety strip painted on the floor. They didn't lean against the pillars. They didn't check their watches. They stood with their hands at their sides, staring into the dark tunnel where the train would arrive.

Cass found a spot near a pillar. She put her back against it. The cold tiles felt grounding against her spine.

She scanned the platform.

It was a sea of grey. Grey floor, grey walls, grey clothes. The only color came from the advertisement screens on the far wall, but even those were strange. They didn't sell products. They displayed simple, calming geometric shapes—spinning triangles, floating circles—accompanied by text that flashed slowly:

ORDER IS PEACE.
SILENCE IS STRENGTH.
THE HIVE IS HOME.
Cass shivered. It was brainwashing. Subtle, constant reinforcement.

Then, she felt it again. The weight of eyes.

She slowly turned her head, scanning the faces in the crowd.

Blank. Blank. Blank.

And then—a spark.

Across the tracks, on the opposite platform, stood a figure. It wasn't the man from the plaza. This was someone else.

It was a woman, slight and small, with hair cropped short. She was standing in the front row, right at the edge of the drop-off. But unlike the Drones, whose weight was evenly distributed on both feet, this woman was shifting her weight. Just a little. Left foot to right foot. A nervous tic.

Cass focused on her.

The woman was clutching her own elbows, hugging herself. It was a gesture of self-comfort, a deeply human reaction to cold or fear. Drones didn't get cold. Drones didn't need hugs.

Another one, Cass thought. There are twelve of us. That’s two.

The woman looked up. Her eyes met Cass’s across the empty tracks.

Time seemed to stop. The shuffling noise of the station faded away.

For the first time since waking up in the white room, Cass saw something familiar. She saw fear. She saw confusion.

The woman’s eyes widened slightly. She had spotted Cass too. Maybe it was because Cass was leaning against the pillar (Drones stood straight). Maybe it was just an instinct, a recognition of the soul.

For a moment, Cass felt a surge of desperate hope. She wanted to wave. She wanted to shout, "Hey! I'm here! I'm real too!"

She took a half-step forward, away from the pillar.

The woman across the tracks mirrored her, stepping closer to the edge. Her face softened. The mask of blankness slipped, revealing a young, terrified face. Her lips parted. She looked like she was about to mouth a word. Maybe "Help." Maybe "Hello."

The connection was electric. It was sweet and painful, like pressing on a bruise. In a world of ten thousand mannequins, finding a human felt like a miracle.

We could help each other, Cass thought. We don't have to be enemies.

Then, the tunnel rumbled.

A light appeared in the darkness. The wind picked up, blowing Cass’s loose hair across her face.

The train was coming.

The woman across the tracks seemed to realize her mistake. She had stepped too far forward. She had shown emotion. She had broken the pattern.

A Drone standing next to the woman turned its head.

It was a sharp, mechanical movement. Snap.

The Drone looked at the woman. Then another Drone, two rows back, turned its head. Then a third.

The woman froze. She saw them looking at her. The softness vanished from her face, replaced by sheer terror. She realized she had been "loud" in the silent language of the station.

She quickly straightened her posture. She dropped her hands to her sides. She stared forward, trying to become invisible again.

But the Drones were still looking. They didn't attack. They didn't scream. They just... observed. They were processing the anomaly.

The train roared into the station, a silver bullet of speed and noise. It filled the space between the two platforms, breaking the line of sight.

Cass watched the silver cars blur past. Whoosh-whoosh-whoosh.

She felt a sick feeling in her gut. She had almost waved. She had almost gotten that woman killed just by acknowledging her.

Violence reveals you, the voice had said. But it wasn't just violence. Connection revealed you. To be human was to connect, and to connect was to die.

The train slowed to a halt. The doors hissed open.

"All aboard," a synthetic voice announced.

Cass stepped into the car. It was packed. She was pressed shoulder-to-shoulder with strangers. She could feel the warmth of their bodies, but there was no heartbeat of a crowd, no shifting or apologizing for bumps.

She grabbed a handrail. The doors closed.

As the train began to pull away, Cass looked out the window. The train cars flashed by, revealing the other platform again.

She looked for the woman.

The platform was still crowded. The Drones were still there. But the spot where the woman had been standing was empty.

Cass pressed her face to the glass. She scanned the crowd as the train accelerated.

Had she boarded a train? Had she run away?

Or had the crowd swallowed her?

Cass didn't know. The train plunged into the dark tunnel, leaving the station behind.

She stood in the swaying car, surrounded by silent, grey people. She felt a profound loneliness settle over her, heavier than the silence. Seeing another person had been the sweetest thing to happen all day, and yet it was the most dangerous.

She looked at her reflection in the dark train window. A grey ghost stared back.

She realized then that the "Unseen War" wasn't just about fighting with knives or guns. It was a war against her own nature. To win, she had to kill the part of herself that wanted a friend.

She closed her eyes and swayed with the train.

I am alone, she thought. And I have to stay that way.

But even as she thought it, she remembered the woman’s eyes. The shared fear. The brief, silent conversation.

She saw me. I am real.

Cass opened her eyes. She stared at a map of the subway system plastered above the door. It was a loop. A giant, complex circle.

"Next stop: Sector 4, Industrial Plaza," the voice announced.

Cass tightened her grip on the rail. She wouldn't look for the woman again. Not yet. But she wouldn't forget her face.

If she was going to survive this game, she needed to learn how to communicate without speaking. She needed to learn how to touch without reaching out.

The train rattled on through the dark veins of the city, carrying Cass deeper into the game.
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CHAPTER 4: THE FIRST RULE OF MURDER
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The train doors hissed open, spitting Cass out into a different world.

Sector 4 was not like the polished, silent residential district she had woken up in. This was the gut of the city. The air here was thick and tasted of rust and wet ash. The ceiling was lower, crisscrossed with thick black pipes that dripped condensation onto the grimy floor.

Here, the silence was different. It wasn't the silence of a library; it was the silence of a machine that was holding its breath. There was a low, constant thrumming vibration coming from the walls, a deep bass note that rattled Cass’s teeth.

Thrummm. Thrummm.

Cass stepped off the platform and joined the crowd. The Drones here wore slightly different coveralls—darker grey, stained with grease, the fabric rougher. They walked with a heavier gait. They looked like workers returning from a long shift in a factory that made nothing.

Cass kept her head down. She adjusted her walk, making her steps heavier to match the locals. Adapt, she told herself. Mirror the world around you.

She followed the flow up a narrow escalator and out into the open air.

The Industrial Plaza was a vast, concrete expanse dominated by massive cooling towers that spewed white steam into the fake sky. The light here was dimmer, filtered through the haze of industry.

Cass needed a vantage point. She couldn't just walk blindly. She spotted a raised walkway, a metal bridge that connected two of the larger factory buildings. It was accessible by a metal staircase.

She drifted out of the main stream of Drones. She didn't run. She simply angled her path until she reached the stairs. She walked up, step by step, keeping her pace steady.

When she reached the walkway, she stopped. She leaned against the railing, looking down at the plaza below. From up here, the crowd looked like a swarm of dark beetles.

She watched them. She was looking for patterns. She was looking for the breaks.

And then, she saw the mistake.

Below her, near a large pile of shipping crates, a figure in the crowd stumbled.

It was a small thing. The man’s foot caught on a slightly raised paving stone. He pitched forward, his arms flailing out to catch his balance.

A reflex, Cass thought.

A Drone wouldn't have flailed. A Drone would have corrected its balance with a stiff, computerized jerk, or it would have simply fallen flat without putting its hands out. But this man put his hands out to protect his face.

He was human. He was a player.

The man recovered quickly. He stood up straight, brushing off his knees. He looked around frantically, his eyes wide. He knew he had messed up. He knew he had broken the rhythm.

But the Drones around him didn't react. They just walked around him like water flowing around a rock.

He’s safe, Cass thought, letting out a breath. They didn't see.

She was wrong. The Drones hadn't
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