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    To those who feel unseen.To the hearts that carry burdens in the quiet hours of the night.May you find the courage to let the light in.Truth is not a cage; it is the key.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Man is least himself when he talks in his own person.Give him a mask, and he will tell you the truth."
— Oscar Wilde

      

    

A Novel by Davis Shyaka Musirikare.
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Chapter One: The Arrival of the Red Envelope
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The rain in the city of Geneva did not fall so much as it drifted, a fine gray mist that clung to the windows of the small apartment. Sasha sat at her kitchen table, the wood scarred from years of use. She sipped a cup of tea that had long since gone cold. Her mind was not on the tea. It was on the stack of medical bills sitting near the fruit bowl. They were printed on stark white paper with bold red numbers that seemed to pulse like a heartbeat.

Sasha was a teacher. She loved her students, and she loved the way a difficult mathematical equation could suddenly make sense to a child. But love did not pay for her mother’s heart medication. Love did not stop the debt collectors from calling at dinner time.

A sharp knock at the door made her jump. It was a firm, mechanical sound. Sasha stood up, smoothing her wool sweater. She was a woman of thirty, with eyes that saw too much and a heart that felt even more. She opened the door, expecting a neighbor or perhaps a delivery of groceries she could barely afford.

No one was there.

On the floor sat a package. It was wrapped in heavy, cream-colored paper and tied with a silk ribbon the color of dried blood. There was no return address. There was only her name, written in elegant, hand-flowered script: Sasha Varma.

She brought the package inside. The weight of it was surprising. It felt dense, like a brick of lead. She sat back down at the scarred table and untied the ribbon. It slid away with a soft hiss. Inside the paper was a box made of polished dark wood. When she opened the lid, she did not find jewelry or money.

She found a folder.

Sasha opened the folder and felt the air leave her lungs. The first page was a photograph of a man she did not know. He was tall, with graying hair and a face that looked as though it had been carved from granite. Underneath the photo was a list of details. His name was Viktor. He was an ex-police officer. He lived in a city thousands of miles away.

But it was the second page that made her blood turn to ice. It was a copy of her mother’s private medical records. Detailed notes about her failing heart, her missed appointments, and the exact amount of money Sasha owed the hospital were all there.

At the bottom of the page, a single sentence was printed in gold ink:
If you wish for the debt to vanish, go to the address below. Do not speak of this to anyone. Your secret is safe, as long as you play the game.
Sasha looked at the address. It was a coastal villa in a place she had never visited. A ticket was tucked into the back of the folder. It was a one-way flight, departing in four hours.

She looked at the bills on her table. Then she looked at the photograph of her mother on the mantelpiece. Her mother was smiling in the photo, her eyes bright despite the tiredness of her body. Sasha knew what she had to do. She had no choice. She had to save the person she loved most, even if it meant walking into the dark.

Viktor sat in a crowded train station in Tokyo. The sea of people moved around him like a river, but he was a rock in the center. He was a man who had spent his life looking for the truth, often at the cost of his own happiness. He had lost his job on the police force because he refused to look the other way when a powerful man broke the law. Now, he worked as a private security guard, watching doors for people he did not respect.

His package had arrived at his small hotel room that morning. It was the same cream-colored paper. The same red ribbon.

Inside his folder was a photograph of a young woman with kind eyes. Her name was Sasha. The folder also contained a document Viktor thought had been destroyed years ago. It was a confession he had written after a botched raid, a confession that proved he had accidentally caused a fire that hurt an innocent family. He had never filed it. He had hidden it, and that guilt had eaten him from the inside out for a decade.

The note in his box was different.
The truth will set you free, Viktor. Or it will bury you. Come to the villa. Find the girl in the photo. Protect her, and your past will stay in the past.
Viktor did not care about his reputation. He was already a ghost in his own life. But he cared about the family he had hurt. He had spent years sending them money anonymously. If this secret came out, he would go to prison, and the money would stop. The family would suffer again.

He stood up, his knees popping. He picked up his single duffel bag. He did not know who was watching him, but he felt the weight of a thousand eyes. He walked toward the gate, his heart heavy with the familiar weight of a new mission.

One by one, five others were receiving similar packages in different parts of the world.

In a bustling market in Marrakech, a young artist named Leila found a box hidden behind her canvases. It contained the secret of her true identity, a name she had run away from years ago.

In a high-rise office in New York, a man named David looked at a photo of a woman named Leila. In his hand was a document that could ruin his multibillion-dollar company.

In a quiet library in London, a student named Maya opened a red-ribboned box to find her own academic fraud staring back at her.

In a kitchen in Lyon, a chef named Marcus found a package among his herbs. It held the truth about the debt he owed to a dangerous group of men.

And in a hospital in Seoul, a doctor named Hana found a folder in her locker. It contained a record of a mistake she had made in surgery—a mistake that had been covered up by the hospital board.

Seven strangers. Seven lives built on foundations of sand.

Each of them boarded a plane. Each of them carried a secret like a stone in their pocket. They did not know each other. They did not know who was calling them. They only knew that their lives were no longer their own.

The villa was perched on a cliff overlooking the Mediterranean Sea. It was a beautiful, terrifying place. The white stone walls glowed in the moonlight, and the sound of the waves crashing against the rocks below was a constant, rhythmic thrum.

Sasha was the first to arrive. A silent driver had picked her up from the airport and driven her through winding roads lined with olive trees. He did not speak a word. When they reached the heavy iron gates of the villa, they opened automatically.

She stepped out of the car. The air smelled of salt and jasmine. It was a beautiful evening, but Sasha felt a cold shiver run down her spine. The house was too quiet. There were no lights in the windows, except for a single glow coming from the large front doors.

She walked up the stone steps. Her footsteps echoed. As she reached for the handle, the door swung open.

A large entrance hall stretched out before her. The floor was polished marble, reflecting the light of a massive crystal chandelier. In the center of the room stood a long mahogany table. There were seven chairs.

"Hello?" Sasha called out. Her voice sounded small in the vast space.

"I am here," a deep voice replied.

Sasha turned. A man was standing in the shadows of a hallway. He stepped forward into the light. It was the man from the photograph. Viktor.

He looked older in person. His hair was more white than gray, and his eyes were tired. He looked at Sasha with a mixture of pity and recognition.

"You are Sasha," he said. It was not a question.

"How do you know my name?" she asked, though she already knew the answer.

"The same way you know mine," Viktor said. He held up a folder identical to the one she had in her bag. "We are pieces in a game, Sasha. And I think the other players are arriving."

The sound of a car engine filled the air outside. Then another. And another.

One by one, the strangers entered the hall. Leila, with her colorful scarves and nervous hands. David, in his expensive suit that seemed too tight for his chest. Maya, clutching her backpack like a shield. Marcus, whose hands were shaking despite his strong build. And Hana, who looked at everyone with the clinical, detached gaze of a surgeon.

They stood around the marble hall, a circle of ghosts. No one spoke. The tension was a physical thing, thick and heavy.

Suddenly, the chandelier flickered. A soft hum filled the room. A section of the wall at the far end of the hall began to glow. It was a massive television screen, hidden behind a panel of wood.

The screen turned white. Then, a voice filled the room. It was not a human voice. It was a digital construction, smooth and genderless, devoid of any warmth.

"Welcome," the voice said. "You have all arrived because you have something to hide. And you have all arrived because you want something you cannot have."

Maya, the student, took a step back. "Who are you? Why are we here?"

"I am the Observer," the voice replied. "You are here to participate in an experiment of truth. For the next seven days, this villa will be your world. You will be provided with everything you need. But there is a price."

David, the CEO, scoffed. "I don't play games. I want to leave. Now."

He turned toward the front door and pulled the handle. It did not budge. He pulled harder, his face turning red. "Open this door!"

"The doors will open in seven days," the voice said calmly. "Or they will open when the game is finished. Every day, one secret will be revealed. You will be forced to choose. You can protect yourselves, or you can protect each other. But remember this: only those who are honest will leave this house with their lives intact."

"What do you mean, with our lives?" Marcus asked, his voice cracking.

"The truth can save you," the voice said. "But the lie will destroy you. Look at the table."

They all turned. In the center of the mahogany table, seven small devices sat. They looked like silver watches, but without faces.

"Put them on," the voice commanded. "These are your links to the game. They will track your heart rate, your location, and your honesty. If you attempt to remove them, the game ends. And if the game ends prematurely, your secrets will be released to the world. Every news agency, every police station, and every person you love will know what you have done."

Sasha looked at the silver band. She thought of her mother. She thought of the red numbers on the medical bills. She reached out and picked up a device. It felt cold against her skin. She snapped it onto her wrist. It tightened automatically, a perfect, inescapable fit.

One by one, the others followed. Even David, his jaw set in a hard line, put the device on.

"The game has begun," the voice said. "Your first task is simple. Go to your assigned rooms. Inside, you will find a gift. Choose wisely what you do with it."

The screen went black.

The seven strangers stood in the silence of the marble hall. They looked at each other, no longer just strangers, but competitors in a race they did not understand.

Sasha looked at Viktor. He was staring at his wrist, his expression unreadable.

"What do we do?" she whispered.

Viktor looked up at her. His eyes were full of a deep, ancient sadness. "We survive, Sasha. We do exactly what they want, until we find a way to stop them."

But as Sasha walked up the grand staircase to find her room, she couldn't help but feel that the game had already won. She was trapped in a beautiful cage with six people who could either be her salvation or her downfall. And somewhere, behind a hidden camera, the Observer was watching them all.
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Chapter Two: A Room Without Windows
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The hallway of the villa was long and lined with doors made of heavy oak. Each door had a small brass plate with a name engraved upon it. Sasha walked slowly, her footsteps muffled by a thick, navy-blue carpet. She found her name near the end of the corridor.

When she pushed the door open, she expected a prison cell. Instead, she found a room that looked like it belonged in a palace. The walls were painted a soft, pale blue. A large bed sat in the center, covered in silk sheets that looked like liquid silver. There was a balcony overlooking the sea, and the sound of the waves was louder here, a constant reminder of how far they were from the rest of the world.

But Sasha did not look at the bed or the balcony. Her eyes went straight to the small, round table in the corner.

On the table sat another package. It was smaller than the first one, wrapped in the same cream paper. Next to it was a single white rose in a crystal vase. The rose was beautiful, but its scent was heavy and sweet, almost cloying.

Sasha approached the table. Her heart pounded against her ribs. She felt as though she were being watched, and she looked up at the corners of the ceiling. There, tucked almost invisibly into the decorative molding, was a small black lens. A camera.

She turned back to the package. She did not want to open it. She wanted to throw it over the balcony and into the sea. But she remembered the silver band on her wrist. She remembered the threat of her mother’s medical records being made public. If she did not play, her mother would lose everything.

She untied the ribbon. Inside was a tablet computer. When she touched the screen, it flickered to life.

It did not show her mother. It did not show her own life. Instead, it showed a series of photographs of the man she had met in the hall—David, the businessman.

There were photos of him in boardrooms, photos of him driving expensive cars, and photos of him standing in front of a large, glass building. But as she scrolled down, the images changed. They became grainy and dark. They showed David meeting with men in a parking garage. They showed him handing over a thick envelope.

Underneath the photos was a document. It was a bank statement showing millions of dollars moving from a charity account into a private one.

Sasha gasped and dropped the tablet onto the table. She felt a wave of nausea. She was a teacher. She taught children about honesty and hard work. Now, she was holding proof of a massive crime committed by a man she had just met.

"Choose wisely," the voice of the Observer had said.

What did that mean? Was she supposed to use this information? Was she supposed to confront David?

She sat on the edge of the bed, her head in her hands. The room felt smaller now. The luxury did not matter. The silk sheets felt like cold skin. She was not a guest in this house. She was a witness. Or perhaps, she was an executioner.

A soft chime echoed through the room. It came from the tablet. A message appeared on the screen in bright, glowing letters:

ALL GUESTS MUST PROCEED TO THE CENTRAL THEATER IMMEDIATELY. DO NOT BRING YOUR DEVICES.

Sasha stood up. She felt lightheaded. She left the room and found the others already in the hallway. No one spoke. They looked at each other with eyes full of suspicion. Every one of them had just seen a secret belonging to someone else in that hallway.

Viktor was the last to emerge from his room. He looked at Sasha, and for a brief moment, his expression softened. He saw the fear in her eyes, and he gave a small, almost imperceptible nod. It was a silent promise of protection, but Sasha wondered if he could protect her from the truth.

They walked back down the grand staircase and through a set of double doors they had not noticed before.

The room beyond was not like the rest of the villa. It was a large, circular chamber with no windows. The walls were painted matte black, and the lighting was dim and blue. In the center of the room, seven chairs were arranged in a circle, facing inward.

"Sit," the voice of
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