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In Gainesville, Georgia,  Ava Ayala wouldn't know Inside the house on Hawthorne Lane scrubbed of every scent by a ventilation system

Ava sat at her desk, her spine perfectly straight. She knew the geometry of her room better than her own reflection. If she leaned six inches to the left, she remained a ghost to the black dome of the camera mounted above her door. If she moved an inch too far to the right, her mother’s monitor in the "Command Center" downstairs would flicker with her movement.

She watched the world through the triple-paned glass of her bedroom window. It was her only television, her only library.

"They’re out there, Ava," her mother’s voice through the intercom,"The moment you break the seal of that door, the world will strike. It’s what predators do. They wait for the weak to wander."

Ava’s mother had built the narrative since the day Ava was old enough to ask why the front door didn't have a handle, but a heavy, motorized revolving cylinder instead.Her father, a man she only knew from a single, blurred Polaroid, had been "taken" by the world outside. Her cousins, who had dared to live too loudly, had never returned from the "Wild."

To Ava, the trees across the street weren't just plants; they were camouflage for the things that wanted her. The sidewalk wasn't a path; it was a trap.

The revolving door echoed from the foyer downstairs. It was the only sound that could pierce through the white noise of the ventilation—the sound of her mother returning from the "Outside."

Minutes later, the intercom buzzed. "Ava, dear. The intake is clear. I’ve brought the weekly rations. Come down for the sanitization cycle."

Ava stood, her movements practiced and fluid. She walked down the hallway, her bare feet silent on the white tile. At the bottom of the stairs, her mother stood behind a glass partition, clad in a thin, sterile lab coat she wore over her street clothes. She was busy placing sealed, white packages into a UV-light cabinet.

"Did you see anything through the glass today?" her mother asked. 

"No, Mother," Ava lied. "Just the wind."

"Good," her mother replied, finally turning."The wind is the only thing allowed to move out there. Everything else is just waiting for us to make a mistake."

"I lost your father to them, Ava," she whispered over the roar of the fans. "I lost everyone. You are the only thing I have left that hasn't been struck. We stay inside, and we stay alive. That is the deal."

Ava nodded, the same way she had a thousand times before.
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Ava retreated to her room, She sat on the edge of her bed, her heart still performing a frantic, uneven rhythm against her ribs. She looked up at the black eye of the camera, keeping her expression as blank and sterile as the walls around her.

That was a lie, she whispered to herself.

She had told her mother the street was empty, that only the wind was moving, but the image of the boy was burned into her retinas. He wasn't a blurred figure in a news report or a pixelated face on a social media feed. He was real. He was right there.

I saw him, she thought. And he saw me.

For seventeen years, the only people her age she had ever seen were trapped behind the glowing glass of her phone screen—digital ghosts living lives she couldn't imagine. But this boy wasn't a ghost. He was solid. He had been standing in the Georgia sun, breathing the "unfiltered" air as if it were nothing but oxygen.

He had looked up, and for a split second, the "safe" world and the "predator" world had vanished.
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