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Prologue
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Long before the worm was written, long before the sky was split by drone wings and digital ghosts, a promise was made in whispers — that the people’s breath would never again be owned by tyrants. Some say hope is fragile. But sometimes hope is a worm — silent, patient, waiting to ignite the flame that tyrants fear the most.



📖 Chapter 1 — The Regime of Ashes

Zhuguo’s cities glowed like neon jungles at night — endless rivers of drone traffic, high-rise towers blinking with ads no one could afford. Below the shine, in tenements stacked like rotting teeth, the people labored in silence — each breath logged, each coin squeezed, each protest snuffed out before it found a voice.

They called it the People’s Republic, but everyone knew whose people it really was.

Kai Wen knew better than most. Each morning he rose before dawn to stand in line with thousands of others outside the Ministry of Civic Data — a gray monolith of glass and wire where every heartbeat in Zhuguo was bartered for profit.

Inside, rows of pale analysts hunched over consoles. Kai was one of them — a ghost in the system. He wore his ID tag like a shackle: Data Purity Engineer, Class 3. Nobody paid him any mind. Nobody noticed when he worked late. Nobody cared that he watched.

But Kai watched everything.



The Watching

He watched as families were indexed into billions of rows — each row worth a fraction of a coin to the Party’s shadow banks. He watched as old men who once farmed rice by hand were now tagged as “Unproductive Units” — organs worth more than their labor.

He watched as children were scanned at school gates, their loyalty scores feeding the regime’s insatiable hunger for perfect obedience.

He watched — and he burned.



A Spark in the Basement

At night, Kai returned to a basement that stank of rust and mildew. A single cracked monitor glowed in the dark, cables coiling like veins. Beside the flickering screen sat Mei Lin — her eyes sharp under the half-light, her hair tucked beneath a cap so no facial scanner would catch her face on the street.

“Kai,” she said without looking up, fingers dancing over the keyboard. “They moved another fifty billion offshore today. Hidden under an agricultural grant. There’s no grant.”

Kai lowered himself onto the milk crate beside her. He rubbed tired hands together, feeling the tremor that never left since his father vanished for speaking out — one rumor said a forced labor camp, another said nothing was left but ash and missing organs.

“Thirty trillion so far,” Mei Lin said. “Siphoned straight from their blood. And we just watch it.”

Kai’s eyes narrowed at the lines of code pulsing on the screen. Somewhere in that lattice of numbers was the worm — their last secret.

“We won’t just watch,” Kai whispered. “We’ll take it back.”



Surveillance Everywhere

Above them, drones whirred down empty alleys. The regime’s eyes never slept. On the main streets, giant LED billboards flashed the Party’s centennial slogan: ONE PEOPLE, ONE PURPOSE, ONE FUTURE.

Behind the slogans lurked secret prisons, windows with no glass, rooms where the unlucky never walked out again.

Kai had seen it. He’d seen children torn from parents for a whispered doubt. He’d seen bodies that didn’t bleed because the blood had already been harvested for aging Party officials who bathed in it, drank it, injected it in a futile bid for immortality.

Sometimes, in the deepest nights, Kai wondered if they were monsters or just men who forgot they were mortal.



Mei Lin’s Knife’s Edge

Mei Lin leaned closer to the screen, lips thin with old scars. The code scrolled like falling rain.

“There’s a leak in the west district nodes,” she said. “I can slip through tonight. They trust me now — more than they should.”
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