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After the Cataclysm nearly wiped out humanity, the remnants of humanity survived in the Havens: city-sized constructs built to reboot society and usher in a new age of humankind.




However, the new age was not the type the architects had envisioned. The same greed and lust for power that existed before the Cataclysm resurfaced, and the Havens quickly became quagmires of political and economic conflict, threatening to destroy the future envisioned by their founders.



This is a world where an authoritarian government's technological prowess can trap its inhabitants in an inescapable nightmare. Where silence is essential, nothing is questioned, and obedience is not a choice, but a patriotic duty. Where one man will have to choose between submission or defiance, imprisonment or rebellion.





Beware of the Silent Empire
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Chapter 1: The Drone
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THEY LIVE ONLY IN MY dreams.

The woman with autumn hair and laughing eyes, along with the child who shares her features. I see them night after night, reruns of the same episode. The moment is captured in my mind like a hummingbird in hand, beautiful and ever so fragile.

It is breakfast time. The table and dinnerware are as weathered and threadbare as their clothing, but somehow that doesn't matter. There is something precious there, something poverty cannot touch. It's the light in her eyes as she gently pats her son's cheek. It's in his answering smile. Streams of light effuse through the blinds as though the sun shines harder for them, illuminating the room in saffron shades like a photograph dusted in gold.

Yet the only thing I feel is fear...

WAKE

UP

I open my eyes.

My awakening activates the infoscreen on the wall as it does every morning. The Smiling Man flickers to life and cheerfully begins the morning monologue.

"Good morning, Citizen 4891. As you scrub your face and brush your teeth, take a moment and contemplate one of our most valuable principles: Silence is Essential. Just imagine what life would be like if every citizen were to suddenly converse without being directed. Picture the chaos, the unrelenting confusion. Why, it would be impossible to—"

I finish washing and open my closet. Rows of identical charcoal gray work uniforms await me. For a moment, unbidden thoughts flicker across my mind, questions I have no right to ask. 

The same. Why are they always the same? Why does that bother me?

The monotony is suffocating, but I shove the feeling aside. Discontent is dangerous; I am reminded of that daily.

The screen slides across the walls, following me like a shadow with the Smiling Man's omnipresent voice. "Remember, should you be approached by a stranger, report the incident immediately to your SVR or the nearest LOD officer. Strangers are dangerous and not tolerated by our proud association of hardworking citizens. If anyone approaches you with banned paraphernalia or propaganda, make sure to report the incident to your SVR. If you neglect your duty to be vigilant, you may..."

The broadcast fades into background noise as I eat my measured portion of laboratory protein and rationed bread. The food is tasteless, as plain and empty as my surroundings. As I eat, I absorb the Smiling Man's morning delivery, a sermon with interchangeable words but a consistent message: Silence is essential. Do not ask questions. Obey the Sovereign for your own good. 

The work horn blares, and I rise, knowing the action is in perfect synchronization with thousands of others across the city. I don my work jacket, step outside into the smog-choked air, and take my place in the labor line.

The men appear to be the same person, row upon row of identical faces. Citizens aren't meant to be distinguishable. The United Sovereign reminds us that individuality is the highest arrogance, the chaotic sickness infecting the rest of the world with unrest and violence. 

So, although our skin tones and facial features differ, we share the same submissive gaze, posture, and gait that indicate our willingness to serve our Sovereign. Faces downcast, shoulders slumped, and slow, deliberate steps on the pitted sidewalk where grass sprouts triumphantly from the cracks, displaying more defiance than the listless men who trample it under their work boots. The massive tenement buildings loom over the streets, looking down with glassy eyes at the insects that spill out their doors and join the work lines, silent and obedient. Faded posters with the Smiling Man and the Bird of Prey insignia are everywhere, peeling on the busted walls with their messages still displaying slogans like Obey the Sovereign, Silence is essential, and Report Suspicious Activity. The sound of boots marching up and down is the soundtrack of the morning, broken only by the hum of electricity on endless wires strung across the rooftops like massive spiderwebs. Cameras and speakers are mounted on every light post, blinking red eyes that never sleep. The cameras pan with mechanical whirs, tracking every move, while the speakers emit bursts of static as if ready to relay orders. The smell of burnt metal and smoke hangs in the air, seeping into clothes, into skin, into the very stones of the buildings. Somewhere in the distance, a siren wails, perhaps a warning or an execution. No one reacts. There is no need because the Sovereign has things in hand, as they inform us every day via the United News Broadcast.

I raise my head when the line lurches to a halt. The citizen ahead of me lifts a hand, little finger extended—a silent signal of temporary delay. I mimic the gesture, passing it backward to ensure compliance and maintain order.

A hushed voice behind me breaks the silence. "What do you think it is?"

I glance back at the man. His face is unlined, his eyes steely, and his blond hair is free of gray, an oddity for a working citizen. I assume he is new, perhaps a transfer from another District. That being the case, I share Standard Operating Directive Number One.

"When waiting for a delay to clear, all citizens are to remain silent and wait patiently."

"And when oppressed, all citizens are to make their voices heard." The man's voice is carefully pitched, his mouth barely moves, and his eyes stay downcast. I'm sure I am the only one who can hear him. Something seems to be wrong with his mouth. It curves upward at the corners, an aberration that I find unsettling. And his words, softly spoken and yet so dangerous. Words that could get him killed for uttering, and me for listening. Yet they are so familiar, hanging between us as if begging to be recognized.

He continues, his voice barely above a whisper. "Aren't you interested in what's going on?"

"It's none of our concern. Be silent before you draw attention to yourself."

I heave a sigh of relief when the citizen in front raises his hand again, this time waving it forward once. I repeat the gesture as the line in front of me resumes. As we advance, I see what the disturbance is.

The LOD police are assaulting someone. 

The officers of the Law-and-Order Division of the Sovereign are identical; men in black patrol uniforms with animalistic helmets that make their heads look like metallic mastiffs. They ruthlessly encircle a man, batons swinging with cracking sounds. The helpless victim rocks under their brutal blows, his face a mask of blood. Around them, white placards with red lettering flutter to the ground like dying moths, stomped underfoot as the brutal beating continues.

A black-uniformed SVR officer presiding over the scene speaks unnecessarily loud through a microphone attached to the surveillance pack on his back. "Attention, honest workers of the Industrial District. Rejoice, for what you see before you is justice. What you see is the punishment meted out for the protection of our valued society. This citizen has been found guilty of possessing and distributing unlawful paraphernalia in violation of Article 451 of the Behavior Code. Furthermore, this citizen is guilty of treason for interacting with known terrorists whose aim is to disrupt and spread chaos and seeds of dissent among our united citizenry. Take pride in his swift arrest and the brave actions of the LOD officers who serve and protect you."

The guilty man collapses, body limp when it slams against the broken concrete. Fear swims in his eyes as the LOD police roughly seize his arms and drag him toward a waiting van. One of the officers turns toward the work line, barking in a voice like crushed gravel.

"Why is this line disrupted? Line leaders, restore order now!"

I look behind, shocked to see the work lines are in disarray. Citizens wander confusedly, uncertain of where to go. Line leaders frantically run among them, trying to restore order under the impatient eyes of the LOD police, who snarl orders as they roughly seize wandering citizens and shove them back in place.

In the chaos, the blond man seizes my arm. "Quickly, now's our chance."

He pulls me forward, and I nearly stumble, panic clawing at my throat. The LOD police are too close. If they see us—

"So, this is what the fuss is about."

I look down. The placards are scattered, their messages barely visible. My gut screams at me to move, to obey, to forget. Instead, my hand betrays me. I reach down and lift a card, heart pounding as I scan the note the man was beaten for carrying. The message printed in large crimson letters is short and direct.

WAKE

UP

The moment stretches, elongated by my hammering pulse.

"Come on," the man says, pulling my arm yet again.

My senses return with a jolt, and the rush of fear and adrenaline nearly buckles my knees. My traitorous hand stuffs the card into the pocket of my coveralls as we quickly return to the line just as the line leaders and LOD officers regain a semblance of order.

The new man chuckles softly. "I guess I should have repeated the gesture to move."

I almost stumble. "You didn't—?"

"All it takes is the smallest disruption to create disorder in the machine. Remove a single cog, and the entire clock stops ticking. Remember that."

My mind churns, gears grinding like the machines I service daily. This man intentionally caused the chaos. That, in addition to his earlier words, makes him a threat. Reporting him is my duty. The LOD police are right there. All I have to do is open my mouth. Glancing up, I see one of the tattered publicity posters depicting the Smiling Man. His finger is thrust forward, seemingly pointed straight at me. Underneath is the most popular US slogan.

SILENCE IS ESSENTIAL!

I drop my head as the LOD officers pass, saying nothing as I've been repeatedly instructed. The head officer pauses beside me, glaring at the lines. "I'm not sure what happened here. But it had better not happen again. Now move it!"

We move in accord as the ordeal is forgotten and the boots march up and down again, heading toward the Industrial Center. It emerges from the smog in towering structures of corroded steel and soot-stained concrete. The buildings sprawl in labyrinthine fashion, their once-imposing facades cracked and blackened by decades of disrepair and unrelenting smoke. Rust weeps down their wounded exteriors, and pipes rattle along the walls, hissing with steam, while veins of thick cables channel energy into the heart of the beast. The buildings loom high above us, spewing smoke and ash that expel a constant layer of heavy smog over the district. The worker lines are tiny and insignificant in comparison, nearly smothered by ancient monoliths that blot out the muted light.

Obey, the structures seem to whisper. Obey, obey, obey...

The air is thick with the acrid stench of burning metal and machine oil, coating every surface with a fine layer of grime. Flakes of soot drift down, settling into the cracks of the sidewalks and the wrinkles of our heavy work clothes. The lines form before the gates, organized in units for every department. As we stand at attention, the mega loudspeakers at the front gates crackle with static before the Manager's voice booms, uttering the Workman's Maxim as required at the start of every shift. We chant in unison with him, voices echoing off the steel and concrete surrounding us.

"I pledge my allegiance, my support, and my silent obedience to my proud and mighty country and the gloried principles it stands for. May I work with all of my strength and exert the greatest effort for the glory of the United Sovereign."

As the Bird of Prey image appears on towering screens and the national anthem blares, every citizen places their fists to their hearts in silent submission. The moment the anthem ends, the massive factory doors open like massive jaws, swallowing us as we march inside. The clang of metal, the grinding of gears, and the relentless pounding of hydraulic presses echo across the desolate grounds. The air ripples with heat, sharp with the tang of molten steel. Huge screens blaze on the buildings and towers, displaying strengthening messages like Workers are the Shield, No Failure on My Watch, and The Shield Never Falls, along with imagery like a star-spangled superhero in the US colors of red, white, and blue, holding a shield to the sky and bellowing You are the Real Heroes.

I walk with the rest of my crew, following the color-coded line to my department for the day. The battery chambers stretch endlessly, filled with rows of towering cylindrical energy cells, each the size of a motor vehicle. Their outer casings, thick and reinforced, gleam under the harsh factory lights as workers in heat-resistant gloves carefully weld their seams shut. Inside, layers of specialized graphene conductors are painstakingly assembled by automated arms operating with precise movements.

In the adjoining foundries, vast furnaces roar, melting down rare metals into sheets of superconductive material. Sparks rain as mechanical presses stamp out conductor plates, which are manually inspected by workers wearing magnifying goggles to look for hairline fractures that can result in catastrophic failure of that portion of the Shield. Overhead cranes groan as they haul the completed batteries onto transport rails, sending them toward the City's Power Core, where they will be installed into the Shield's energy grid. Conveyor belts slither, ferrying components to workers who toil in silence, assembling and welding under the watchful eyes of the black-uniformed overseers. Surveillance drones hover in the rafters, their cold red eyes scanning for inefficiency, disobedience, or the faintest trace of hesitation. To pause, to falter, to question—the consequences are unthinkable. The Shield must hold. The Haven must endure. And we must obey.

I am moving to my workstation when I hear his voice behind me.

"This is the heart of the Sovereign. Not the gleaming government towers, not the pristine halls where the Emperor gives his decrees. This place—this endless, grinding inferno—is what keeps the machine running. And we are nothing more than its fuel. Flesh and blood, less valuable than automatons, drones in a hive of conformance. But you know that more than anyone. We'll be in touch, Frank."

I stop cold. Something about that word tickles my consciousness. "Why did you call me that?"

The man never lifts his head or breaks his stride. "It's your name. Everyone has one. Not a number, not a label. A name, Frank. Names have power, and they took yours away from you just as they systematically removed everything that you once knew. My name is Jack. Keep moving, Frank. You'll be contacted soon."

Jack is quickly swallowed by the milling crowd of workers changing shifts, bodies blurring as I move in a dreamlike trance. Frank. Just the thought prickles the back of my mind like an insect burrowing out of the mud. As I wrestle with the gnawing sensation, I recall what is wrong with Jack's mouth. I remember.

It's a smile. Not a forged mockery like the Smiling Man, but an authentic one—full of warmth and genuine emotion.

I can't recall the last time I saw one.
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Chapter 2: The Intruder
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STREAMS OF LIGHT EFFUSE through the blinds as though the sun shines harder for them, illuminating the room in saffron shades like a photograph dusted in gold.

Yet the only thing I feel is fear.

For I know what happens next: the booming sound at the door that rattles the hinges, the look of animal fear in her eyes. Her hair swings as she protectively clutches her son, the child who now wears a mask of fear instead of a face.

The door splinters inward, and I see their twisted, inhuman faces. The black-uniformed figures snarl, delighting in her screams. She pulls her son away from the table, entangling the tablecloth. A mug of coffee slides across and falls to the floor.

The pottery shatters. Warm liquid pools across the tiles...

WAKE

UP

When I open my eyes, I immediately know something is wrong. The Smiling Man is activated as normal, but his cheerful delivery is completely mute. His mouth moves, but the words are inaudible. The lack of sound is terrifying, the devouring silence of a black hole murdering light in interstellar emptiness. I panic, thinking my hearing has somehow been damaged. They must have discovered something, must know what I did yesterday. They know everything, can see multiple angles of my crime with a simple review of the surveillance footage. All it takes is—

"Amazing, isn't it?"

My heart hammers against my chest at the sound of Jack's voice. He sits in the corner of my room with the same hint of a smile on his lips, at ease as if he has every right to be there. A drab, oversized trench coat swallows him, leaving only hints of the dark clothing underneath. Seeing him there is nearly as terrifying as the lack of sound, almost as frightening as the nightmares that haunt me every night. 

The woman with autumn hair and laughing eyes, along with the child who shares her features...

"What ... what are you doing here? What did you do to the screen?"

His smile broadens. "I shut it up. Isn't it amazing? Listen. You can actually hear yourself think. If you dig deep, you might actually hear something beyond their programming." He leans forward. "Listen. Just listen."

I do.

For the first time, I hear the apartment's oppressive stillness. The faint hum of electricity inside the walls, outside the window. My own pulse thudding in my ears. The low creak of the cheap flooring beneath Jack's weight on the stool. And beyond, just beyond ... something else. Soft, garbled voices, but not from the other apartments. Inaudible whispers crinkling like candy wrappers inside my mind, so insistent...

I no longer want to listen. Risking a peek outside my narrow window, I see no one in sight. No black vans or hulking men in black police uniforms and canine helmets storming out to kick my door in. "I don't know how you got in here, but you're putting me at risk. If the LOD police find out..."

"The LOD police." Jack's voice is scornful. "Intimidators, nothing more. Small wonder they're called Dogmen behind their backs. If they have an original thought between the lot of them, I'd be surprised. I'll let you in on a little secret about the Dogmen." He leans in, dropping his voice to a whisper. "They're slaves too, Frank. Forced to submit, to obey. Just like you."

"Obedience is the duty of every loyal citizen," I recite. "To disobey is to risk the Shield, and the Shield must never be threatened."

He shakes his head. "Straight from the Workman's Maxim. Tell me, Frank—what do you think the Shield is?"

"The paramount defense of the Haven, protecting us from the War outside, the terror-states that rebelled and—" 

Jack gestures with a magician's flourish. "It's an illusion. Like this city. Tell me, Frank, do you know the day and year right now?"

I frown at the question. Something flickers across my mind like phantom lightning, but the thought quickly fizzles out. I know it is morning. I know I should be eating my rations before the work horn sounds...

He tilts his head curiously. "When was the last time anyone mentioned the date, Frank?"

"Don't call me that." As white-hot panic threatens to overwhelm me, The Smiling Man continues his silent pantomiming, oblivious to the traitorous discussion. Or so I hope. If the screen can see, if it can hear, I am already dead.

Jack seems to read my thoughts. "Don't worry about the screen. It can't see us. Costs too much to maintain that kind of surveillance. Illusion, I tell you. You've been tangled in a web of lies, Frank. Lies planted in your mind to lull you to sleep. But now, it's time to wake up."

WAKE

UP

The words pop up in my mind in bold letters, just like on the placard. It can't be a coincidence. I shrink away from Jack. "You're ... you're one of them." I remove the placard from my jacket on the bed and hurl it at him. "One of those ... terrorists."

He watches amusedly as the card flutters to the floor. "If that's so, then you had better turn me in. You know what to do." 

I glance at the red button on the wall. All it will take is a simple depression, and I'll be linked directly to the authorities. It can all be over, and my life can return to normalcy. My hand drifts up, hovering in that direction. Hovering...

Moments tick by, each second an eternity. Jack's smile mocks me. "You can't do it, can you? Do you know why?"

My hand drops. "I don't ... want to get caught up. I don't want any trouble."

He leans forward, lowering his voice. "You want a way out, Frank. You've been fighting the control they exert. Despite their ceaseless propaganda, the hypnotic keywords in the morning delivery, even the sedatives in the food they force into you, you still manage to resist at a base level as if you sense the violent, penetrating assault of your mind."

I wince when a phantom headache stabs like a rusty nail in my head. "What assault?"

Straightening, he carefully studies me. "It's called cognitive reformatting. A full-on assault of neurological disruption meant for only one thing: to turn a living, breathing individual into a near-mindless work drone. Reserved for only the greatest threats to the state because such a terrifying example is more effective than risking martyrdom with an execution. That's what they did to you, Frank. But they can't own your mind. Not if you continue to fight their control."
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