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    For anyone still waiting for a door to open.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "The truth will set you free, but first it will make you miserable."— Attributed to James A. Garfield

      

    

A Novel by Davis Shyaka Musirikare.
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Chapter 1: The Weight of Silver
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Marcus Miller stared at the small object sitting on his thin, gray mattress.

It shouldn’t have been there. In Blackwood Supermax, even a stray piece of string was a security breach. But this wasn’t string. It was a key. It was heavy, silver, and looked older than the concrete walls surrounding him. There was no brand name on it. No serial number. Just a smooth, cold shape that seemed to absorb the dim light of his cell.

Marcus didn’t touch it. He sat on the edge of his bolt-down stool, his breath coming in slow, controlled bursts. For twelve years, he had lived by a single rule: don’t notice what isn’t yours.

He looked at the steel door of his cell. Through the narrow slit of the meal slot, he could see the opposite wall of the corridor. It was quiet. Too quiet. Usually, at three in the morning, the prison breathed. Men coughed. They cursed in their sleep. Radios hummed with low-frequency static.

Tonight, the silence was thick.

"Miller," a voice whispered.

Marcus stiffened. The voice came from the next cell over. It belonged to Kaelen, a man who had been in Blackwood for twenty years. Kaelen was a man of many words, but tonight his voice sounded thin, like paper tearing.

"You see it?" Kaelen asked.

Marcus looked back at the key on his bed. "I see it."

"It’s on my pillow," Kaelen whispered. "I woke up, and it was just... there. How did they get in, Marcus? The guards didn't open the door. I would have heard the buzzers. I would have heard the boots."

Marcus stood up. His knees popped. He was forty-five years old, but in this place, he felt eighty. He walked to the bed and hovered his hand over the key. He expected it to disappear, to be a trick of his tired mind.

He touched the metal. It was freezing.

He picked it up. The weight was substantial. It felt like a real tool, something meant to move heavy tumblers.

"Every door," Kaelen’s voice rose slightly, drifting through the vents. "I heard a clink from downstairs. And across the hall. Everyone has one, Marcus. I can hear them moving. They’re all picking them up."

Marcus walked to his cell door. He pressed his face against the cool steel. "Stay quiet, Kaelen. It’s a setup. They want us to have contraband. They’ll sweep the block in ten minutes and add five years to our sentences."

"Five years?" Kaelen let out a wet, jagged laugh. "I’m doing life, Marcus. You’re doing ninety. What’s five years to a dead man? Look at the key. Look at the end of it."

Marcus held the key up to the yellow light of the ceiling bulb. The teeth of the key were complex, a jagged landscape of peaks and valleys. But it was the bow—the part you hold—that caught his eye. There was a tiny engraving there. A single word in plain, block letters:

NOW

A sudden, sharp clack echoed through the block. It wasn’t a gunshot. It was the sound of a heavy bolt sliding back.

Then another. Clack.

Then a dozen more, overlapping until it sounded like a slow-motion round of applause.

Marcus looked at the handle of his own door. This door didn't have a manual keyhole on the inside. It was controlled by a computer in a reinforced booth three hundred yards away. It was a vacuum-sealed slab of technology and hate.

He looked at the silver key in his hand. Then he looked at the gap between the door and the frame.

There was no keyhole.

Clack.

The door to Marcus’s cell didn't open, but the sound was unmistakable. The locking mechanism had disengaged. The red security light above the door, which had been a steady, angry glow for twelve years, flickered once and turned green.

Marcus pushed.

The door, weighing several hundred pounds, swung open with the lightness of a curtain.

He stepped out into the corridor. He expected to hear alarms. He expected the piercing scream of the sirens that usually followed a breach. He expected the heavy thump of tactical boots and the blinding glare of searchlights.

Instead, there was only the sound of other doors opening.

One by one, men stepped out of their cells. These were the most dangerous men in the state. Murderers, thieves, and professional liars. They all stood in the dim corridor, blinking like owls in the light.

And every single one of them was holding a silver key.

"What is this?" Kaelen asked, stepping out beside Marcus. He was a small man, his hair a wild halo of white. He was clutching his key to his chest like a holy relic. "Who did this?"

"Don't move," Marcus warned. He looked up at the security cameras mounted in the corners of the ceiling. The little green power lights on the cameras were dark. "It’s a trap. They’re waiting at the end of the hall with the gas."

"No," a man called out from further down the line. It was a man named Silas, a giant who had spent a decade in solitary. "The guards aren't coming. I looked through the glass at the end of the pod. The guard station is empty. The coffee is still steaming on the desk."

Marcus felt a chill that had nothing to do with the air conditioning. He walked toward the guard station. His heart hammered against his ribs. He had spent four thousand days dreaming of this door being open, but now that it was, he felt a strange, paralyzing fear.

He reached the station. Silas was right. The chair was empty. A half-eaten sandwich sat on a paper plate. A radio sat on the desk, emitting a low, rhythmic pulsing sound.

Pulse. Pulse. Pulse.

It wasn't static. It was a signal.

Marcus looked at the monitors. They weren't showing the prison. Every screen displayed the same thing: a map of the world. It was covered in tiny, glowing white dots. Thousands of them. Tens of thousands.

"They're everywhere," Kaelen whispered, leaning over Marcus’s shoulder. "Those dots... those are prisons, aren't they?"

As they watched, a dot in London turned from white to green. Then a dot in Tokyo. Then Moscow. Then New York.

The green spread like a virus across the map.

Marcus picked up the guard's telephone. There was no dial tone. Only a recorded voice, calm and feminine, playing on a loop.

"The gates are open. The debt is canceled. Walk out. The world is waiting."

Marcus dropped the receiver. It dangled by its cord, hitting the side of the desk with a dull thud.

"We have to go," Silas said. The big man was already moving toward the main exit. "If the power is out, the electric fences are down. This is it. This is the moment."

"Wait!" Marcus shouted, but the men weren't listening.

The calm of the first few minutes was breaking. The silence was being replaced by a frantic, rising energy. Men began to run. They didn't look back. They didn't grab their belongings. They just ran toward the darkness of the outer yard.

Marcus looked at the silver key. He felt like it was burning his palm. This wasn't a riot. This wasn't a breakout.

This was a delivery.

He looked back at the monitors. The entire map of the United States was now glowing green.

He thought about his daughter. He hadn't seen her since she was six. She would be eighteen now. He didn't know where she lived. He didn't even know if she remembered his face.

If he walked out that door, he was a fugitive. He would be hunted for the rest of his life. But if he stayed, he was staying in a tomb that someone had just unlocked.

He looked at Kaelen. The old man was crying, his eyes fixed on the open door at the end of the hall.

"Do you think it's real, Marcus?" Kaelen asked. "Do you think we’re actually allowed to leave?"

"Nobody gives away freedom for free, Kaelen," Marcus said. "There’s always a price."

"I'll pay it," Kaelen said. "Whatever it is, I'll pay it."

The old man turned and ran, his thin legs moving faster than Marcus thought possible.

Marcus stayed in the guard station for one more minute. He watched the map. He watched the world turn green. He felt a deep, twisting sensation in his gut—a warning that the world they were walking into was not the one they had left behind.

He gripped the key tight, tucked it into his pocket, and stepped out into the night.

Outside, the air was cold. The sky was filled with a strange, orange glow from the city nearby. There were no sirens. No searchlights. Just the sound of hundreds of men running through the grass, their orange jumpsuits vivid against the dark earth.

Marcus reached the perimeter fence. The massive steel gates were standing wide open.

He stopped at the threshold. He looked at the ground. There, lying in the dirt just outside the gate, was a small, rectangular piece of plastic. He picked it up.

It was a burner phone.

The screen lit up as he touched it. There was one message on the screen, sent from an unknown number.

GO TO THE NEAREST TRAIN STATION. YOUR TICKET IS BOUGHT. WE HAVE WORK TO DO.

Marcus looked back at the prison. It looked like a hollowed-out skull in the moonlight. He looked forward, at the long, dark road leading toward the city.

He started to walk.

He wasn't the only one. On the road ahead, he saw dozens of figures, all moving in the same direction. They weren't fighting. They weren't shouting. They were moving with a terrifying, singular purpose.

His pocket vibrated. The phone had another message.

DO NOT LOSE THE KEY. IT IS THE ONLY THING THAT WILL KEEP YOU ALIVE WHEN THE GATES CLOSE AGAIN.

Marcus stopped. He looked at the key. It wasn't just a tool for a door. It was a badge. A membership.

He looked up at the sky. A drone hummed overhead, its red light blinking. It wasn't attacking. It was watching. It was counting them.

Marcus Miller, Prisoner 8802, took his first step into a world that had been systematically unlocked. He didn't feel free. He felt like he had just been moved to a much larger cell.
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Chapter 2: The Red Screen
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Sarah Vance was dreaming of silence when the world began to scream.

The phone on her bedside table didn’t just ring; it shrieked. It was the high-priority line, the one reserved for national emergencies that couldn't wait for the sun to rise. She reached for it in the dark, her fingers trembling slightly.

"Vance," she said, her voice gravelly with sleep.

"Director, you need to turn on your secure feed. Now."

The voice belonged to David Aris, her lead analyst. He sounded like he was running a marathon while having a panic attack. Sarah sat up, the cold air of her bedroom biting at her skin. She grabbed her tablet from the nightstand and swiped her thumb across the scanner.

The screen didn't show the usual dashboard of intelligence reports. It was a sea of red.

"What am I looking at, David?" Sarah asked. She stood up, walking toward the window that overlooked the quiet streets of Virginia.

"It’s the Global Incarceration Network," David said. His breathing was heavy over the line. "At 03:00 hours EST, every Tier-One and Tier-Two correctional facility began reporting a total system failure. The digital locks, the biometric scanners, the perimeter fences... they all just stopped. Not a blackout. A manual override from an external source."

Sarah’s heart skipped a beat. "Which prisons?"

"All of them, Sarah. All of them."

She stood frozen. "That’s impossible. Those systems are air-gapped. They aren't connected to the public internet."

"Someone found a way," David said. "But that’s not the worst part. The cameras came back online five minutes ago. I’m pushing the live feed from Blackwood and Iron Mountain to your tablet now."

Sarah looked down at the screen. The images were grainy, bathed in the sickly green of night-vision. She saw men walking. They weren't sprinting or fighting. They were walking out of their cells in a calm, orderly line. It looked like a fire drill, except no one was in charge.

"Why aren't the guards stopping them?" Sarah asked.

"The guards are locked in, Director. The system reversed the permissions. The cell doors are open, but the guard stations, the armories, and the breakrooms are sealed shut. The staff are trapped inside their own offices watching the inmates walk past the glass."

Sarah felt a bead of sweat roll down her neck. She was the Director of Global Security Risks. Her job was to predict the unpredictable. She had prepared for cyber-attacks on power grids. She had prepared for dirty bombs in subways. She had never prepared for a hundred thousand violent criminals being politely invited to leave.

"Casualties?" she snapped, her mind shifting into professional mode.

"None reported yet," David said. "That’s the strangest part. There’s no violence. The inmates aren't attacking the guards. They’re just... leaving. And Sarah, they all have something. We’re seeing it on the high-res cameras."

"See what?"

"A key. A small, silver key. They’re holding them like they’re holy
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