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The First Mutation

[image: ]




NO ONE EXPECTED THE sky to turn red over District 7.

At 6:42 PM, a low-flying drone released a mist so fine it looked like heat rising off asphalt. The government called it “Non-Lethal Crowd Sedation.” Riot-control mist, designed to pacify protesters after two weeks of food shortages and blackouts. That’s what the newsfeeds said. But by morning, half the district was dead, and the rest were coughing up skin.

They named it GENOME 9.

No virus had ever behaved like it. It didn’t spread through breath or blood—it hijacked your own cells and rewrote them. And in 5% of the infected, it didn’t kill. It evolved.

Rhea Vale didn’t watch the outbreak unfold on a news screen—she felt it in the dirt under her fingernails, patching up bodies in a basement clinic with no power and no medicine. She wasn’t a hero. She was an ex-biotech engineer who’d sold her soul to a pharmaceutical conglomerate five years ago. She left after they told her to shut up and sign the NDA. Now, she worked off her guilt one broken body at a time.
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