
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


TENET

––––––––

ONE RULE. ONE WINNER.



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      TENET

    

    
      First edition. December 2, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Davis Shyaka Musirikare.

    

    
    
      Written by Davis Shyaka Musirikare.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    To those who color outside the lines,and to those who simply erase the lines altogether.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "In the outside world, you hide these rules. You mask them with therapy, with medicine, with lies. But here, there are no lies. Here, your rules are law."

— The Curator

      

    


DAVIS SHYAKA MUSIRIKARE



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


PART I: THE GALLERY OF RULES

Chapter 1: The Wake Up
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The floor was cold. That was the first thing Finch noticed. It was polished marble, black as oil, and it sucked the heat right out of his cheek.

Finch opened his eyes. He didn’t gasp. He didn’t scream. He simply pushed himself up, his palms sliding against the slick surface. He blinked, adjusting to the light. It wasn't sunlight. It was artificial—stark, white, and unforgiving. It came from high above, hidden in a ceiling that seemed miles away.

He checked his body. Arms, legs, fingers. Everything worked. He was wearing his own clothes: a charcoal suit, a white shirt, and black oxford shoes. He brushed a speck of dust off his lapel. Then he brushed the other lapel, just to keep things even.

He looked up.

He was in a hall. It was massive, like a cathedral stripped of all its religion. The walls were tall and white, stretching up into the gloom. There were no windows. There were no doors that he could see.

He wasn’t alone.

Groans echoed through the space. Around him, nine other people were pulling themselves off the floor. They looked just as confused as he felt.

Finch stood up and stepped back, putting his back against a cold white pillar. He wanted a good angle. He wanted to see everything at once.

"Where is this?" a voice boom.

It came from a large man in the center of the room. He was built like a tank, wearing a tight t-shirt and construction boots. His face was red, his fists already clenched. This was Brick. Finch labeled him immediately: The Threat.

"My head," a woman whispered. She was sitting near Finch. She wore a sharp navy blazer and held herself with rigid posture. She looked like she belonged in a boardroom. She stood up, smoothing her skirt, her eyes darting around the room with laser focus. This was Mara. Finch labeled her: The Calculator.

"Is this a hospital?" a younger man asked. He was skinny, wearing a hoodie. He kept looking at the floor, refusing to look at the shiny black walls. He seemed terrified of his own reflection. This was Sparrow.

Finch didn't answer. He scanned the room. Ten people total. Five men, five women. A perfect split. That was satisfying.

The room was shaped like a long rectangle. Along the walls stood pedestals. Some held abstract shapes made of twisted metal. Others held blocks of stone. It was an art gallery. But it was too quiet. The silence pressed against his ears like water.

"Hey!" Brick yelled. His voice bounced off the hard surfaces. "Is anyone there? I want answers!"

"Keep it down," Mara said, her voice cool and sharp. "Yelling won't help."

"You know where we are?" Brick snapped, turning on her.

"No," Mara said. "But I know that panic makes people stupid. And I don't want to die because you're stupid."

Brick took a step toward her. Finch tensed, ready to move, but a sound stopped them both.

Click.

It was the sound of a speaker system engaging. It came from everywhere and nowhere.

"Welcome," a voice said.

It was a male voice. Smooth, cultured, and utterly lacking in warmth. It sounded like a prerecorded tour guide for a graveyard.

"You are currently standing in the Silentium," the voice continued. "It is the foyer of my collection. I am the Curator."

The ten strangers froze. Even Brick stopped moving.

"You have been chosen," the Curator said. "You are all unique. You all possess a certain... rigidity. A compulsion. A rule that defines your existence."

Finch narrowed his eyes. He adjusted his watch, making sure it sat perfectly centered on his wrist.

"In the outside world, you hide these rules," the Curator said. "You mask them with therapy, with medicine, with lies. But here, there are no lies. Here, your rules are law."

A sudden mechanical whirring sound came from the center of the room. A pedestal rose from the floor. On top of it sat a silver tray. On the tray were ten black envelopes.

"Step forward," the Curator commanded. "Take the envelope with your name. Do not open it until instructed."

No one moved.

"Step forward," the voice repeated, harder this time.

Mara moved first. She walked with clicking heels to the pedestal, found the envelope with her name, and picked it up. She retreated to her spot.

Seeing that nothing exploded, the others followed. Finch waited until the crowd thinned. He walked up, his steps measured. He found the envelope. FINCH. The handwriting was elegant calligraphy.

He returned to his pillar. He held the envelope by the corners.

"What is this?" asked a woman in a flowing dress. She was barefoot, and she hadn't stopped moving since she woke up. She swayed side to side, shifting her weight constantly. This was Lyra.

"Inside that envelope is your Tenet," the Curator said.

The word hung in the air. Tenet.

"A Tenet is a rule," the Curator explained. "It is a fatal condition. For each of you, the rule is different. It is specific to your psychology. It is the one thing you must do, or the one thing you must never do."

Finch felt the paper specifically. It was heavy stock. Expensive.

"If you break your Tenet," the Curator said, "you die."

A nervous laugh bubbled up from a man in a rumpled suit. He was sweating profusely. "Die? Like, metaphorically?"

"Physically," the Curator said. "Instantly. Violently."

The silence returned, heavier than before.

"The rules of the game are simple," the Curator continued. "You are in the Gallery. The exit is at the far end of the exhibit. But the path is blocked by puzzles, traps, and choices. You must navigate them without breaking your Tenet."

"And if we refuse to play?" Brick shouted.

"Then you stay here until you starve," the Curator replied pleasantly. "Or until you break your rule by accident. The choice is yours."

Brick looked at the black envelope in his massive hand. He looked like he wanted to tear it apart.

"Open your envelopes," the Curator said. "Memorize your Tenet. Do not show it to anyone. Your survival depends on your secrecy. If your enemies know your rule, they can force you to break it."

Finch slid a finger under the flap of his envelope. He tore it open cleanly. Inside was a single card, white with black text.

He read it.

TENET: THE WORLD MUST BE SYMMETRICAL.

Condition: You cannot physically interact with an object or space that is visually unbalanced. You cannot allow asymmetry to persist in your immediate vicinity.

Finch felt a cold shiver go down his spine. It was his deepest obsession. The thing that made him organize his desk for an hour before working. The thing that made him fix crooked pictures in strangers' houses.

He looked up. The others were reading their cards.

Sparrow looked sick. He shoved the card into his pocket and squeezed his eyes shut.

The man in the rumpled suit—Ernest—started humming. It was a low, buzzing tune. Hmm-hmm-hmm. He rocked back and forth. Finch watched him. Ernest wasn’t reading his card anymore. He was staring at the wall, humming louder. Was that his rule? Or a coping mechanism?

Mara read her card twice. Her expression didn't change. She slipped it into her blazer pocket and looked at Finch. She caught him staring.

Finch looked away. He needed to focus.

"One final detail," the Curator said. The voice seemed to drop an octave. "Only one of you may leave."

The atmosphere in the room shifted instantly. It went from confused to hostile.

"There is one exit," the Curator said. "One winner. One survivor. If you wish to leave, you must be the last one standing."

"You're crazy!" Brick yelled. "I'm not killing anyone!"

"You don't have to kill them with a weapon," the Curator said smoothly. "You simply have to ensure they break their Tenet. The Gallery will do the rest."

Click.

The speakers cut out.

A heavy grinding noise shook the floor. At the far end of the Silentium, a massive wall began to slide upward. It revealed a corridor bathed in red light. It was the way forward.

But no one moved toward it. They were too busy looking at each other.

Finch backed deeper into the shadow of his pillar. He analyzed the group.

Brick was breathing heavy, his chest heaving. He was a powder keg.

Sparrow was trembling, avoiding eye contact with the polished black floor.

Ernest was humming, the sound annoying and constant.

Lyra was dancing in place, her feet padding on the cold marble.

Mara was watching Brick.

Finch checked his tie one last time. It was perfectly straight.

He understood the game. It wasn't about fighting. It was about observation. To kill these people, he didn't need a gun. He just needed to figure out what they were afraid of. He needed to figure out their rules.

And he needed to make sure no one figured out his.

He looked at the open envelope in his hand. The world must be symmetrical.

He looked at the room. The pillars were evenly spaced. The lights were aligned in a grid. For now, he was safe. But the red corridor ahead... he couldn't see the end of it.

"This is a joke," a woman with purple hair said. She laughed, but it sounded brittle. "It's a reality show, right? Where are the cameras?"

"It's not a show," Finch said. It was the first time he had spoken. His voice was calm, steady.

Everyone turned to look at him.

"How do you know?" Brick demanded.

"Look at the floor," Finch said, pointing to the spot where the pedestal had risen.

The floor was seamless. The marble had fused back together perfectly. There was no crack, no line, no machinery. It was impossible engineering.

"Rich people have good tech," Brick spat.

"Not this good," Finch said. "We play. Or we die."

"I'm not playing!" Brick roared. He threw his envelope on the ground. "I'm walking out of here!"

Brick marched toward the wall where the Curator’s voice had come from. He raised a fist to pound on the white surface.

Finch watched him. He watched the way Brick moved. Aggressive. Careless.

Finch slipped his card into his inside pocket, right over his heart. He buttoned his jacket. He prepared himself.

The game had begun. The wake-up call was over. Now came the nightmare.
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Chapter 2: The First Mistake

[image: ]




Brick pounded his fist against the white wall. The sound was a dull, meaty thud. It didn't echo. The wall absorbed the impact completely.

"Open up!" Brick screamed. He stepped back and kicked the wall with his heavy boot. A black scuff mark appeared on the pristine white surface. "I know you’re listening! This is kidnapping! I’m a union rep, you hear me? People will come looking for me!"

Finch watched from his spot near the pillar. He noted the scuff mark. It was ugly. It broke the uniformity of the wall. He felt a twitch in his right hand, a sudden urge to go over there and wipe it clean. He shoved his hand into his pocket.

"He's going to get us killed," Mara said. She had moved closer to Finch. She wasn't looking at Brick; she was looking at the ceiling, scanning for cameras.

"He's afraid," Finch said.

"He's loud," Mara corrected. "Loud draws attention. In a place like this, attention is bad."

The other survivors were scattered. Sparrow, the hoodie kid, was sitting on the floor with his head between his knees, rocking. The humming man, Ernest, had moved to a corner, his back pressed into the angle where two walls met. The woman with purple hair—who had joked about reality TV earlier—was now chewing her fingernails, her eyes wide and wet.

"We should do what the voice said," the purple-haired woman stammered. "We should go to the corridor."

"Screw the corridor!" Brick turned around, his face purple with rage. "That's what he wants. He wants us to walk into his maze like rats. I’m not a rat."

Brick pointed a thick finger at the group. "Nobody goes through that door. We stay here. We wait. They can't keep us here forever."

"They have water," Finch said calmly. "We don't."

Brick glared at Finch. "Who asked you, Suit?"

"Logic asked me," Finch replied. "The air is recycling. The temperature is controlled. Whoever built this spent millions. They have patience. Do you?"

Brick took a step toward Finch, his hands balling into fists. "You think you're smart? You think because you dress like a banker you're better than me?"

"I think we have rules," Finch said. "And you're wasting time."

Brick sneered. He looked around the vast Silentium. His eyes locked onto something at the far side of the room.

To the left of the red corridor, there was an alcove. It was staged like a small exhibition. A spotlight shone down on a pedestal holding a golden vase. But leading up to the pedestal was a long, rectangular runner rug. It was Persian, deep red with intricate gold patterns. It looked expensive. Behind the pedestal, there was a seam in the wall—a hairline crack that looked like a service door.

"There," Brick said. He pointed. "A service entrance. See the outline? That’s where the staff comes in."

"It's a trap," Mara said instantly.

"It's a door," Brick countered. "And I'm walking out of it."

He started to march across the room.

Finch pushed himself off the pillar. He watched Brick’s path. The big man was stomping, his boots clacking loudly on the marble. He was heading straight for the alcove.

"Wait," Finch said.

Brick didn't stop. "Don't tell me what to do."

"Look at the floor," Finch warned.

Brick ignored him. He reached the edge of the alcove. The marble ended. The Persian rug began.

Finch held his breath. He didn't know why, but something felt wrong. The rug was too perfect. It was centered exactly in the alcove. It was... soft.

Brick stepped onto the rug.

His left boot landed on the intricate fabric. The thick rubber sole pressed into the wool.

Click.

The sound was soft, mechanical. It came from the ceiling directly above the alcove.

Brick froze. He looked up. "Huh?"

A cylinder of glass, ten feet wide, shot down from the ceiling. It moved faster than gravity. It was a pneumatic tube, slamming down around Brick, sealing him in against the floor.

Brick was trapped inside the glass tube. He banged on the transparent walls. "Hey! What is this? Let me out!"

The Curator’s voice returned. It filled the room, louder than before.

"Rule violation detected," the Curator said. "Subject: Brick. Tenet: Do not tread on fabric."

Brick stopped banging. He looked down at his feet. He was standing on the rug.

"I... I didn't know!" Brick yelled. His voice was muffled by the thick glass. "I didn't read the card! I threw it away!"

"Ignorance is not an exemption," the Curator said.

A nozzle opened at the top of the glass tube.

Finch took a step back. Mara covered her mouth and nose with her hand.

A clear liquid sprayed into the tube. It hit Brick’s shoulders. He flinched, wiping it off his shirt. Then the liquid hit his skin.

Brick screamed.

It wasn't a normal scream. It was a sound of pure, animalistic agony. Steam rose from his shoulders. The liquid was acid. Highly concentrated, industrial-grade acid.

More nozzles opened. The spray became a deluge.

Brick fell to his knees. He clawed at the glass walls, leaving smears of melting skin. His clothes dissolved. The rug beneath him hissed and blackened, but the acid kept coming.

The group watched in horror. The purple-haired woman vomited on the marble floor. Sparrow curled into a ball, covering his ears.

Inside the tube, Brick was no longer screaming. He was thrashing. Then, he was just a shape in the mist. Then, he was nothing but a heap on the ruined rug.

The spray stopped.

A vent opened at the bottom of the tube, and the corrosive slurry drained away with a sickening gurgle. The glass cylinder lifted back into the ceiling, disappearing as if it had never been there.

All that remained was the scorched Persian rug and a few unrecognizable remnants of what used to be a man.

Silence reclaimed the room.

Finch felt his heart hammering against his ribs. It was a fast, hard rhythm. Thump-thump-thump. He forced himself to breathe. In through the nose, out through the mouth.

He walked toward the alcove.

"Don't!" Mara called out. "Are you crazy?"

"The machine is reset," Finch said. "It won't fire twice."

He didn't step on the rug. He stopped at the edge of the marble. He looked at the floor near where Brick had thrown his envelope earlier.

The black envelope lay on the marble, crumpled. The card had slid out halfway.

Finch crouched down. He used a pen from his pocket to slide the card closer without touching it. He read the text.

TENET: GROUNDED REALITY.

Condition: You must remain connected to solid, hard surfaces. You cannot walk upon, sit upon, or lie upon fabric, cushions, or soft textiles.

Finch stood up. He looked at the scorched remains in the alcove.

"He was dead the moment he stepped off the stone," Finch said.

He turned back to the group. They were staring at him. They were terrified. But Finch wasn't looking at their faces. He was looking at their shoes.

Sparrow wore canvas sneakers.

Mara wore leather heels.

Kai, a man with glasses, wore loafers.

"Check your pockets," Finch said loudly. "Read your cards. Right now."

"He... he just melted," the purple-haired woman sobbed. "He just melted."

"Read the card!" Finch shouted. His voice cracked like a whip.

The shock worked. The survivors scrambled. Hands dove into pockets. Envelopes were torn open. This time, there was no hesitation. No arrogance. Brick’s death had been a lesson, written in acid.

Finch watched Mara. She pulled out her card again, checking it. She nodded to herself, then looked at Finch. Her eyes were calculating. She wasn't crying. She was planning.

"We need to move," Mara said. She pointed to the red corridor. "The Curator said the only way out is through. If we stay here, we might break a rule just by sitting down."

"She's right," said a man with a shaved head. He was huge, even bigger than Brick had been. His name was Crane. He stared at the spot where Brick had died with a strange lack of emotion. "Weakness gets punished here."

Crane started walking toward the red corridor. He moved with a heavy, predatory grace.

The others followed. They moved like a herd of frightened deer, bunching together but keeping distance, eyeing the floor, the walls, the air itself.

Finch waited until he was at the back. He looked at the Silentium one last time. The scuff mark on the wall was still there. It bothered him. It was asymmetrical.

He gritted his teeth. The world must be symmetrical.

If he went over to clean it, he would be left behind. Being alone was dangerous.

He turned and walked toward the red corridor. As he walked, he adjusted his cufflinks. Left. Right. Perfectly even.

The corridor was bathed in crimson light. The floor was metal grating. Below the grate, fans spun slowly, chopping the air.

"Watch your step," Finch muttered to himself.

He stepped onto the metal grate. It was hard. It was symmetrical. He was safe.
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