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For everyone who ever felt like the system was rigged against them.

You’re not wrong.

But you’re also not powerless.

This one’s for the survivors who refuse to play by broken rules.



CONTENT WARNING

THIS NOVEL CONTAINS:


	
Graphic violence and death (including descriptions of injury, dismemberment, and fatal encounters)

	
Psychological trauma and horror (body horror, existential dread, surveillance anxiety)

	
Dark themes (commodification of suffering, dehumanization, loss of agency)

	
Strong language (characters in extreme situations use appropriate vocabulary)

	
Morally complex situations (protagonists make difficult choices with lasting consequences)

	
References to loss and grief (including death of supporting characters)



This story explores humanity under extreme duress within a survival death-game framework. The violence serves the narrative and is never gratuitous, but reader discretion is advised.

If you are sensitive to survival horror, dystopian themes, or stories examining the darker aspects of entertainment culture, please consider whether this book is right for you.

Recommended for mature readers aged 18+.
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“The most dangerous creation of any society is the man who has nothing to lose.” — James Baldwin

“Entertainment is a weapon. The question is: who’s holding it?” — Unknown

“We are not the audience. We never were.” — Last transmission from Earth, Sector 447-Blue



PROLOGUE: BEFORE THE FALL

[72 HOURS BEFORE INTEGRATION]

Dr. Yuki Tanaka noticed it first.

Not because she was particularly brilliant—though her three PhDs suggested otherwise—but because she was looking at the right part of the sky at precisely the wrong time.

The radio telescope array in New Mexico had been running automated scans for seventy-two hours straight, cataloging background radiation patterns for a paper she’d probably never finish. Academia was slow. The universe was patient. She had time.

Or so she thought.

At 03:47 GMT, the sensors detected an anomaly. Not a blip. Not a glitch. A signal—structured, repeating, originating from a point in space that shouldn’t have contained anything except cosmic dust and the void between stars.

She ran the data three times. Same result.

Someone—something—was broadcasting. And the signal was getting stronger.

By the time she’d drafted an email to her department head, the signal had doubled in intensity. By the time she’d picked up the phone to call the NSA liaison (protocol for “we found aliens” scenarios), it had increased tenfold.

By the time the sun rose over New Mexico, the signal was detectable by every radio telescope on Earth.

And by the time governments started issuing official denials, it was too late.

The broadcast wasn’t a message.

It was a countdown.



[SOMEWHERE ELSE]

[SOMETIME ETERNAL]

In a space that existed between dimensions, in a structure that predated most civilizations currently extant, beings gathered.

They didn’t have bodies—not in any sense recognizable to organic life. They were patterns. Thoughts given form by consensus reality and impossible mathematics. Some were corporations that had outlived their species. Others were AIs that had evolved past the concept of “artificial.” A few were things that had never been alive in any meaningful sense but existed anyway, because the universe had a sense of humor and few standards.

They called this place The Exchange.

Here, entertainment was currency. Attention was power. And boredom was the only crime that mattered.

“Proposal 447-Blue,” said something that resembled a crystalline mass of teeth. Its voice was the sound of markets crashing in twelve dimensions simultaneously. “Earth. Standard integration package. Estimated mortality: ninety-eight percent. Projected viewership: conservative estimates suggest forty billion in the first cycle.”

“Forty billion?” Something made of void and corporate jargon laughed—the sound of failed startups dying. “That’s pedestrian. Humans are derivative. We’ve done carbon-based deathworlds before.”

“Not like this.” The crystal-thing displayed data—projected ratings, engagement metrics, sponsorship potential. “Humans have something unique: they invented reality television. They commodified their own suffering for entertainment before they even achieved interstellar travel. They understand the game instinctively.”

“They’ll break quickly.”

“Some will. But statistical models suggest a significant minority will adapt. Will perform. Will become—” it paused for effect, “—stars.”

The void-corporate-thing considered. “And the beta-test clause?”

“Included. We use Earth to refine the mechanics. Debug the system. Perfect the experience. Then we roll it out to premium markets.”

“Resurrection mechanics?”

“Phase two. Let them think death is permanent first. We’ll implement respawns after the initial culling. Maximum drama.”

A vote was called. Seventeen trillion entities weighed in. The decision was unanimous within acceptable margins of error.

Earth would be integrated.

Humanity would become entertainment.

And somewhere, buried in the contract’s fine print, was a clause no one bothered to read:

“In the event contestants demonstrate unintended emergent behaviors, the Exchange reserves the right to modify, update, or terminate the experience at any time. Contestants waive all rights to compensation, legal recourse, or rescue. By existing, you agree to these terms.”

The countdown began.

And forty-seven thousand, two hundred and ninety-three humans were about to have a very bad day.



[24 HOURS BEFORE INTEGRATION]

Adam Kellor sat in his apartment, eating leftover Chinese food and watching a video about a guy who’d trained squirrels to steal from his neighbors.

He laughed at the absurdity of it. At the sheer pointless creativity of teaching rodents to commit petty theft for internet clout.

He had no way of knowing that in twenty-four hours, absurdity would become reality. That his world would end. That he’d be fighting for his life in a dungeon built from the corpse of civilization.

That he’d become exactly the kind of person who did insane things because survival demanded creativity.

He finished his food. Threw away the container. Went to bed.

And dreamed of nothing in particular.

One more night of peace before humanity learned what it meant to be entertainment.

One more night before Earth became a game.

And Adam Kellor—unremarkable, ordinary, nobody special—went to sleep not knowing that in less than a day, he’d become contestant #447-B-00284.

The alarm went off at 6:47 AM.

He hit snooze.

In orbit, the Integration began.



[END PROLOGUE]

[BEGIN PART I]
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Chapter 1: The Broadcast Begins

Adam Kellor was halfway through a mediocre burrito when the sky turned inside out.

He didn’t notice at first. The fluorescent hum of the break room, the distant clatter of keyboards, the smell of reheated leftovers—all of it formed the white noise of a Tuesday afternoon at DataMerge Solutions. He was scrolling through his phone, half-watching a video about a guy who trained squirrels to steal from his neighbors, when the lights flickered.

Then they stayed off.

“Power outage?” someone muttered from across the room.

Adam looked up. Through the window, the city looked wrong. Not dark—bright. Too bright. The sky had gone from overcast gray to a color he didn’t have a name for. Violet? Silver? It pulsed like a heartbeat.

His phone died mid-scroll.

“What the—”

The window exploded inward.

Not shattered. Exploded. Glass turned to powder in midair, and the wall around it collapsed like wet cardboard. Adam threw himself backward, chair toppling, burrito hitting the floor in a sad splat of beans and sour cream. The building groaned, a sound like a whale dying, and the ceiling sagged.

Someone screamed. Adam scrambled to his feet, eyes darting for an exit, but the doorway had already warped into something that looked more like modern art than architecture. The walls bent. The floor rippled.

And then everything stopped.

Not stopped moving—stopped existing.

Adam hung suspended in a space that wasn’t space. No up. No down. Just pressure, immense and suffocating, like being at the bottom of an ocean made of static. His lungs wouldn’t work. His heart hammered against ribs that felt too tight.

Then, sound.

Not a voice. Voices. Thousands of them. Millions. Chattering in languages he’d never heard, overlapping into a cacophony that wormed into his skull. Beneath it all, a low hum—mechanical, alien, indifferent.

Words formed in his vision. Not on a screen. Not projected. They simply existed in front of his eyes, glowing faintly against the formless void.

[INTEGRATION COMPLETE]

[WELCOME TO THE CONFLUENCE]

[CURRENT VIEWERS: 847,293,621,004]

Adam tried to scream. Nothing came out.

The void shifted. Colors bled back into existence—wrong colors, like someone had forgotten what red and blue were supposed to look like and guessed badly. Shapes resolved. He stood on something solid again. Stone. Cold. Damp.

He gasped, sucking in air that tasted like copper and ozone. His hands shook. His legs didn’t want to hold him. Around him, other people materialized—office workers, faces pale, eyes wide. Some were crying. One man was on his knees, praying.

Adam looked down at himself. He was still wearing his khakis and polo shirt. His name tag still read ADAM – DATA ENTRY. His burrito was gone, though. Small mercies.

The stone chamber they stood in was massive. Walls stretched up into shadow, covered in symbols that hurt to look at directly. Torches burned with flames that gave off no heat. And at the far end of the room, sitting on a throne made of something that moved, was a figure.

It wasn’t human.

Too tall. Too many joints in the wrong places. Its face was a smooth mask of bone-white chitin, and its eyes—if those were eyes—glowed like dying stars.

When it spoke, the words bypassed Adam’s ears entirely and planted themselves directly in his brain.

“Congratulations, humans of Sector 447-Blue. You have been selected.”

The voice had no emotion. No inflection. It was the verbal equivalent of a terms-of-service agreement.

“Your planet has been redesignated as Entertainment Venue 447-Blue-Prime, colloquially known as ‘The Meat Grinder.’ You are now participants in the Confluence—a live survival experience broadcast across 14,000 inhabited systems.”

Someone behind Adam sobbed.

“Your objective is simple: survive. Your performance will be monitored, rated, and monetized. High-performing participants may receive sponsorships, loot bonuses, and extended lifespans. Low-performing participants will be... recycled.”

The creature tilted its head. Something that might have been a smile cracked across its mask.

“Let’s begin.”

The floor dropped out from under them.
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Chapter 2: Earth Collapse Event

[image: ]




Falling.

Adam had always imagined falling to your death would involve more screaming. Instead, he just tumbled through darkness, too shocked to make a sound. Wind roared past him—or maybe it wasn’t wind, just the absence of everything else.

People around him spun and flailed. One woman clawed at nothing, her mouth open in a silent wail. A man in a tie that had come half-undone seemed almost calm, arms crossed over his chest like he’d accepted his fate.

Adam’s mind raced. This isn’t real. This is a dream. I’m having a stroke. I’m—

He hit the ground.

Not hard. Somehow, impossibly, he just... stopped. One moment falling, the next standing on solid stone, legs buckling but intact. Around him, others landed with similar non-impacts—gravity remembered how to work at the last possible second.

Adam’s stomach lurched. He doubled over, dry-heaving. Nothing came up. His hands pressed against cold stone, fingers trembling.

“Get up.”

The voice was human this time. Male. Rough. Adam looked up.

A man stood a few feet away—older, maybe fifty, with a face like a clenched fist and forearms that suggested he’d spent his life doing something more physical than data entry. His shirt was torn, and blood streaked down one arm, but he looked steady. Focused.

“Get. Up,” the man repeated. “Unless you want to die in the next sixty seconds.”

Adam stood. His legs felt like overcooked noodles, but they held.

Around them, the chamber had changed. The throne was gone. The creature was gone. Instead, they stood in a corridor—narrow, low-ceilinged, walls slick with moisture. Torches flickered at irregular intervals. And at the far end, something moved.

Something big.

“What—” Adam started.

“Tutorial boss,” the man said flatly. “Or that’s my guess. You ever play video games?”

“I... what?”

“Video games. RPGs. You level up, you fight monsters, you get loot.” The man’s jaw tightened. “I think we just got dropped into one. And I don’t think it’s going to hold our hands.”

A roar echoed down the corridor. Deep. Guttural. Hungry.

“Shit,” the man muttered.

Text flared to life in Adam’s vision again, bright and insistent:

[TUTORIAL INITIATED]

[OBJECTIVE: SURVIVE THE GAUNTLET]

[TIME LIMIT: 10:00]

[PARTICIPANTS: 47]

[CURRENT VIEWERS: 1,002,547,839]

[GOOD LUCK. YOU’LL NEED IT.]

A timer appeared in the corner of his vision—9:59, 9:58, 9:57—counting down with mechanical indifference.

“Move!” someone screamed.

The thing at the end of the corridor charged.

It was all teeth and limbs, too many of both, skittering forward on legs that bent backward. Its skin was the color of spoiled meat, and its eyes—God, it had so many eyes—fixed on the group with predatory intent.

People scattered. Some ran deeper into the corridor. Others pressed against the walls, as if stone could hide them. One man just froze, staring at the creature with the blank expression of someone whose brain had decided to shut down rather than process what it was seeing.

The creature reached him first.

Adam didn’t see the details. Didn’t want to. There was a wet crunch, a scream that cut off too fast, and then the thing was moving again, faster now, like the kill had energized it.

“RUN!” the older man bellowed, and this time Adam didn’t hesitate.

He sprinted down the corridor, shoes slapping against stone, heart hammering so hard it felt like it might crack his ribs. Behind him, more screams. The sound of claws on stone. The wet, tearing noises of something eating.

The corridor branched. Adam took the left path on instinct, ducking under a low archway. Others followed. He didn’t look back to see who.

Ahead, the passage opened into a wider chamber. Stone pillars rose like broken teeth. And in the center, glinting in the torchlight, was a pile of weapons.

Not good weapons. Rusted swords. Splintered spears. A few clubs that looked like someone had glued nails to baseball bats and called it a day.

But weapons.

Adam grabbed the first thing his hand touched—a short sword with a chipped blade and a grip wrapped in stained leather. It felt heavier than it looked. He’d never held a sword before. Never held any weapon that wasn’t a kitchen knife.

The older man scooped up a mace, testing its weight with a grunt. “Better than nothing.”

“Is this really happening?” a woman gasped, clutching a rusted dagger. Her mascara ran in black streaks down her face. “This can’t be—”

The creature burst into the chamber.

It moved like liquid nightmare, too fast for something that size. One of the people who’d followed them—a young guy in a hoodie—tried to swing a club at it. The creature batted him aside like he weighed nothing. He hit a pillar with a crack that made Adam’s teeth ache.

“Circle it!” the older man shouted. “Don’t let it focus on one person!”

Adam’s brain took over—the part that had spent too many late nights watching YouTube videos about dark souls and monster hunter. Keep moving. Don’t get cornered. Wait for openings.

He darted to the side as the creature lunged, claws gouging stone where he’d been standing. Someone else—a woman with a spear—jabbed at its flank. The blade skittered off its hide, barely leaving a mark.

“Aim for the joints!” Adam yelled, surprising himself. “The legs! Where they bend!”

He didn’t know if that would work. Didn’t know if this thing even had weak points. But in games, everything had weak points.

The older man swung his mace at one of the creature’s backward-bending knees. There was a crunch, and the thing shrieked—high-pitched and furious. It staggered, favoring the leg.
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