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“Never is an awfully long time.”


Wendy Darling,


Peter Pan by J.M. Barrie
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PROLOGUE


LET ME TAKE YOU ON A JOURNEY, Lawmaker. A journey of knowledge and wisdom. A journey like no other.”


She winced slightly.


Maybe a tad too emotional.


The woman on the topmost floor of the concrete complex fell back into her chair.


She was painfully aware of the trembling object on her desk, which did nothing to alleviate the knot in the back of her throat.


“We have had setbacks. True. Errors have been made.”


She paused, then continued more carefully.


“Such as schools—as they still exist in other places— single-gender education, separation by parent Caste, or the infamous Conditioning Centers.”


She exhaled.


“What folly. How arrogant. How utterly futile. We know that now.”


She stared into the distance, theatrically lost in thought. Then she shook her head, sprang up, and started pacing the room with newfound—but rehearsed—excitement.


“Yes. That’s excellent.”


She gazed at a floor lamp in the corner of the room. Its cool glow was mesmerizing.


“And yet—here we are. Decades later.”


A beat.


“And what have we accomplished?”


This time, the question lingered. She seemed genuinely uncertain.


“You see, we are struggling more than ever to educate our future leaders. The current system cannot keep up with our pace—our hunger for innovation, for governance, for continuity.”


She stopped pacing.


“But—once again—technology has offered us another way.”


Dramatic pause.


“It is my belief that we should walk it.”


The woman muttered fragments to herself now, testing cadence.


“The nature–nurture issue has been solved.”


She pursed her thin lips, as if saying that nobody regretted it more than her.


“There is no escape from this truth.”


Her shrill voice echoed through the room.


She raised her nonexistent eyebrows at the lamp, as if challenging it to disagree.


There was no escape.


The system was already running.


“We must embrace new possibilities. And discard what holds us back.”


She stretched out her short arms, welcoming.


“Let us join—no.”


She shook her head.


“Walk together into a new era of knowledge and wisdom. An era defined not by tradition, but by science.”


She rolled her eyes.


“Let us look honestly at our accomplishments and acknowledge the opportunity now before us.”


Yes. Much better.


At last, the woman grew still. She thought hard on how to deliver the closing statement. Having been a scientist for many years, she knew that conviction could not be imposed. The Lawmaker would have to believe the conclusion was his own. So she softened her voice.


“I am asking you to consider this when you make up your mind. That is all I ask.”


She shrugged.


It was true, though. That was all she asked for. It was the next logical step. Everything else had already been arranged.


“And now, I would like you to meet a very special someone.”


She hesitated.


“No. An exceptional someone,” she corrected herself, glancing at the subject projected on a monitor nearby.


She pretended to open the door.


Yes. A little trite, perhaps—but from the heart. Let’s hope the girl plays her part well.


She looked even more nervous at this thought and wiped a single bead of sweat from her ashen forehead. Why had the system chosen her?


From beyond her office, she heard movement—raised voices, hurried footsteps. Had she not noticed the arrival? She silenced the device on her desk.


It was showtime.
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SEAT 09


CONSTITUTION OF PYRAMID CITY:


ARTICLE 1 – ALL LIFE IS VALUABLE AND TO BE PROTECTED AT ANY


COST.


THE SOUND OF SHINY RAIL WHEELS rolling along glossy tracks was lost beneath the screeching of brakes, the fast-paced thump-thump of freight trains rushing past, the dusty blasts of air they left behind, and the constant chatter of travelers and their companions. In contrast, the train that had just arrived on Platform One seemed to move in complete silence. And yet it drew everyone’s eye.


It was not the first time the bullet train had entered the station, nor was it its maiden voyage. Still, passersby and people from other platforms slowed, some stopping altogether, as the crystalline object came to a soundless halt. It was on time, as usual. It waited for no one. It would leave the way it had come, and soon it would be nothing more than a pleasant memory—retold at dinner tables or at work the next day, almost certainly with a few embellishments.


Other sounds cut through the scene: running footsteps, panting, and—at irregular intervals—the heavy clash of something large being half-carried, half-rolled across uneven ground and stairs. The panting broke only for hurried apologies, called to the person ahead to make way, or to someone behind whose shin might have cushioned the enormous suitcase in the young woman’s path.


As the noise drew closer, a friendly male voice—pleasant, unmistakably artificial—reverberated through the station.


“Departure Platform One. Please mind the closing doors.”


The girl hurled herself and her oversized suitcase into the train. The suitcase slammed into the opposite glass wall. She narrowly avoided the same fate, catching a rubber handle fixed to the glass ceiling.


She had managed.


But she was stupid, really. Still trusting regional trains to run on time, despite all evidence to the contrary. Shaking her head at herself, she made her way toward the back of the carriage. There was no need to check her ticket again. She had studied it so obsessively over the past two weeks that she could have reproduced it from memory.


Only the watermark would have required a little improvisation: an equilateral triangle inside a circle inside another circle. Fine lines, half-finished arcs, and smaller triangles radiated outward, forming something like a stylized flower. The colors shifted with the angle, carefully designed to suggest value. Black letters listed her details in a dull font: C 02, Seat 09.


The train was already at full speed, but Mary lacked the nerve to admire its velocity. She focused instead on the interior, dragging her suitcase along and trying to look more composed than she felt.


As far as she could tell, she was the only passenger who had boarded in Cosa. The corridor was empty. Opaque glass walls concealed the compartments, doors invisible until summoned. At the second compartment of Carriage C, she paused and rested her gloved hand against the smooth surface.


The door vanished.


Her temporary home for the next six hours revealed itself. It was empty. Relieved, she stepped inside. The door closed behind her, and she sank into Seat 09 beside the crystalline outer wall.


For the first time in hours, she breathed properly. The weight on her shoulders eased. She leaned back into the velvet cushions and closed her eyes, smiling. The anger drained away—at the railway system that had nearly cost her the opportunity of a lifetime, at her mother for insisting on the most uncomfortable dress she owned for a week-long journey, even at her little brother, who had laughed himself breathless at the sight of her in it.


It wasn’t so bad, she admitted. A light blue summer dress, white flowers embroidered by hand. The pouf sleeves were a little tacky, but it was fashionable enough, suitable for formal and informal occasions alike. Their neighbor down the road had sewn it after studying anything from the City she could find.


“She’ll look like the A she is,” the woman had promised Mrs. Rose. “Such a pretty young lady.”


Swoosh!


Mary snapped back to the present as another bullet train tore past her window, so close and so fast it was gone in seconds.


“Five hundred kilometers per hour,” an excited voice said behind her.


Mary turned. She had been sure she was alone.


A tall, dark-haired woman stood in the doorway. Mary must have stared, because the woman chuckled before turning to her luggage—a small leather purse. She lifted it onto the rack, retrieved a rectangular pane of glass, and sat down opposite Mary in Seat 10.


Mary found herself watching her. Not just because of the silk dress, dark blue like the night sky, draped loosely over a slender frame. Pure elegance.


Nor was it only her race, different from Mary’s. She was unusually tall, with narrow eyes and large nostrils that dominated her otherwise modest nose.


She was not beautiful, by Mary’s standards. Yet she radiated confidence and ease. A B-Caste citizen, Mary guessed—possibly even A. Still, it seemed unlikely an A would travel in a C-carriage.


The woman either failed to notice Mary’s scrutiny or decided the occupant of Seat 09 was a harmless fool. After all, Mary had not returned her greeting. She smiled at her Screen, laughing softly at intervals, fingers moving with practiced ease. At one point she spoke aloud, switching to a language Mary did not recognize.


“Ai, Yhoon daio kxayt des’ douis…” Or something like that.


Eventually, her conversation ended. The woman began to read.


Mary followed suit, suddenly conscious of the smell of her own sweat. Keeping her arms tight to her sides, she reached into the pouch at her waist and pulled out her book.


The cover read:


– ABC –


Pyramid City


A Beginner’s Compendium


including a copy of the Constitution


She opened it where she had left off.


While the majority of the B-Caste still live in Sector B, a growing number have moved to the roomier, more affordable Sector C. Their focus on business, the arts, and education is appreciated by members of both the A- and C-Castes. Their proximity to the surrounding sectors provides opportunities in turn. Even a glance at the city map shows that the A-Caste forms the B’s primary target group, their sector encircling the other entirely.


A population density map reveals Sector B as the most crowded area of the City. No other region on the planet matches its density of nearly fifty thousand people per square kilometer—further proof of its economic potential.


A stroll through the sector will introduce the reader to many of its celebrated children: Dr. Wai Wong—Wong Street, Leonard Cox—LOX museum, XVR—XVR-Stadium, and countless others. It is therefore unsurprising—


“Nobody expects you to learn it by heart, you know,” the woman opposite Mary said.


Mary looked up, unsure how to respond. She managed a weak smile. Their eyes met, and she flinched at the darkness she found there—so deep it almost seemed like absence. Then she noticed the fine wrinkles around them, the warmth in her expression, and relaxed.


“It’s very interesting,” Mary said, aware of how thin the answer sounded.


The woman tilted her head. “Really? What interests you most?”


Mary froze. Unwilling to disappoint her, thoughts tumbled over one another: the Alphabet Assembly, the Pyramid, libraries and universities, theaters and concerts, restaurants and clothes, technology and possibility.


Opportunity.


Life itself.


The promise of a future worth living.


She couldn’t articulate any of it. The woman noticed.


“Well,” she said lightly, “you won’t learn anything useful from that.”


Her gaze flicked to the little red book.


“It must be fifty years old.”


She held out her hand, palm up. Mary passed her the book without thinking, then wondered why she had done so. She was not usually this quiet. Or this compliant.


Long fingers closed around the worn copy of ABC – Pyramid City. The woman flipped through it, frowning, sighing, shaking her head.


At last, she read aloud.


“‘Article Two: All citizens are equal under the Pyramid. Commonly accepted interpretation: Discrimination based on social status is prohibited to the City-State and its people.’”


She paused.


“What do you think that means?”


“Well,” Mary said carefully, “it explains itself, doesn’t it? We are all equal despite our differences, and we mustn’t treat each other differently just because we’re not members of the same Caste.”


Mary was proud of her swift response. She hoped to appear open-minded and worldly to this strange woman of another race and Caste. Yet the stranger remained silent, watching her for an uncomfortably long moment. Then she looked theatrically aghast.


“And where are my manners?” she said. “My name is Xoë Lee. And who might you be?”
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INTERLUDE


THE TWO PEOPLE—a man and a woman—descended a winding staircase. They were now on Level Three, waiting in a small room. A very long day was drawing to a close, culminating in the two workers’ least favorite chore. They called it the Vigil, although neither of them was very much awake.


Jax removed his lab coat first, replacing it with an armored suit that made him look even broader, more immovable. Vi followed his example, her movements quick and impatient.


They looked at each other in silence for a second. Jax grabbed a dark device from the table, while Vi raised her arm toward the door, which vanished at her touch.


As they stepped outside, the scene was plunged into red, a thin line of diodes in the ceiling illuminating the darkness like a bloody vein. Purposefully, they walked down the corridor. Luckily, they encountered nobody. Standard procedure would have required them to check every alcove, but in truth, the corridors were always empty.


If, on the off chance, they were not, they were prepared.


They reached the first staircase and began to ascend. For a brief moment, the only visible thing was Jax’s face, eerily lit by the device in his hand. Then his finger touched its surface, and the hall flooded with light—not red, but a blinding, chemical white. They shut their eyes for a second to adjust and pressed on.


They emerged into a gigantic triangular hall. A grid of hundreds of metallic desks stretched out before them. Aside from their own footsteps, everything was silent.


Suddenly, Jax raised his fist, and they came to a dead halt.


“What is it?” Vi sounded annoyed.


“Shush!”


“Don’t you shush me!” she said, stepping around her colleague’s bulk to see what he was looking at.


In the distance, a figure sat perched on a small metal footstool, bent over a dark screen. It did not move. It didn’t even seem to breathe.


“Should we pulse it?”


“No need, I think,” Jax said. “He’s dead.”


They walked toward the figure. Skin cracked and white as paper.


“Stark dead.”


Protected from any serious backlash by more than his muscular build, Jax lifted the man’s left arm and let go. It crashed back onto the table with a metallic thump that echoed too long. Its owner did not react.


“Told you.”


What should have been a short tour now threatened to turn into a long ordeal, and both workers were acutely aware of their misfortune. They mourned their lost evening.


“I’m guessing we need to tell somebody?”


Vi’s tone was casual, but her meaning was clear.


The man remained silent, thinking. He knew exactly whom his colleague meant by somebody.


“I wonder why nobody noticed him,” he said at last, delaying the moment of decision.


“Please,” Vi scoffed. “You know how boring it is.”


“But he’s never claimed his cell, Vi,” Jax added, uncertain.


At that, Vi lowered her voice until it was barely audible.


“There’s been a lot of shuffling around lately.”


She shot him a meaningful look.


“I’d be surprised if anybody but her knows who’s supposed to be where…”


Her sentence trailed off, hanging loosely in the air— much like the dead man’s right arm hung from his shoulder.


Jax took a glass object from his pocket, studied it for a moment, then put it away.


“All right,” he said. “But we’ll have to report it after the fact. I’m not missing the start of the game.”


“Of course,” Vi replied innocently.


“Where’s the closest one?”


“Every tenth,” she said. “So, this one’s 316.”


She scanned the grid and nodded toward an inconspicuous workstation.


“That one.”


She walked to the footstool and kicked it once, then shoved it aside with her gloved hands, grimacing as if the floor itself were infected. Slowly, it slid away, revealing the black opening beneath. The man joined her.


They both looked down into the hole. The sound of rushing wastewater surged up from below.


“Shall we?”


Jax’s deep growl pulled Vi from her reverie.


“Yes.”


The dead man still hung slack over his desk and monitor. He was a thin, light burden that did not object as they grasped his cold arms and legs. They carried him to the opening and tipped him in. Neither of them would have fit inside the narrow pipe, but the starved body posed no such problem.


There was a distant splash, and then he was gone.


“Good,” Jax said, already turning back toward the stairs. “It’s the playoffs. I’ve got excellent insider information.”


“What is it this time?”


“You’ll see.”


“Ha! Don’t come crying to me for money after you’ve gambled yours away,” Vi said, laughing loudly. The sound was sharp and ugly in the quiet hall.


“Shush!”


“Damn it, Jax,” she snapped, her face hardening. “Don’t you shush me!”
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CHECKPOINT ONE


ARTICLE 2 – ALL CITIZENS ARE EQUAL UNDER THE PYRAMID.


XOË GAVE MARY DETAILED ADVICE on what to see and do in Pyramid City. It seemed she had done everything—as though there weren’t a pebble in the city she hadn’t walked on. Her knowledge of restaurants and art galleries was impressive, and Mary struggled to write it all down, mapping it out in her head as best she could.


“You simply must try Jil’s Chocolate on Ring Street. They say it’s the best, and I agree.”


Xoë nodded in agreement with herself and carried on.


The more she talked, the more she seemed to enjoy herself. Mary wondered how long it had been since Xoë had last spoken to someone from the City. A City resident did not go to the Untamed Land for a weekend.


What, then, had been her business in Cosa?


Mary wanted to know more about this indefinable woman who had apparently spent much of her life among the high and mighty of Pyramid City—yet she did not feel comfortable asking a direct personal question.


It was true that Mary, young as she was—almost sixteen—had little to contribute to this stimulating account of culinary highlights, haute couture, and the who’s who of a World City like Pyramid City. Still, she wondered when Xoë would finally ask about her background, if only out of politeness.


For the moment, however, Xoë was too wrapped up in listing theater pieces she had seen recently, praising the good ones and complaining at length—and comically, at times—about the rest.


Mary had given up taking mental notes. Feeling it was time for action, she blurted out,


“It must have been tough for you in Cosa, then. Must have felt like stepping back in time?”


Xoë had just finished dismantling No B For Me in the most scathing terms and stopped abruptly.


“Back in time?” she looked shocked. “What on earth do you mean?” she asked, genuinely puzzled.


“Well,” Mary explained, “no nice restaurants, no theaters or movies, scarce artificial power? I’ve never been to Cosa—except today—but I imagine it can’t be much more advanced than my hometown…” Her voice trailed off.


She did not think her question required an explanation, yet she waited in silence for the response.


Another train whooshed past at breathtaking speed, red clouds lingering in the distance. It was getting dark, and Mary was growing hungry—not least because of all the talk about food.


“If you must know,” Xoë said at last, “I’ve been on the train since Denzil. Had trouble finding my compartment, though. Got held up in the dining car for a while—outrageously bad service, by the way.”


She shook her head in disappointment.


“Ah yes, Denzil,” she continued, as though reminding herself. “Nasty little place.”


She frowned.


“I can still smell the gasoline on me. The driver actually asked if he could take a picture. And don’t get me started on the ‘food’.”


She mimed quotation marks.


“So why go?”


Mary could not stop herself.


Why had this strange-looking woman gone to one of the most rural, backward towns on the planet?


Mary imagined her little brother’s face if he could see Xoë. Undoubtedly impolite, yes—but the urge to photograph this black-eyed, slender, well-spoken, part-alien creature was understandable.


As for the gasoline, Mary could barely smell it anymore. With clean, artificial energy unavailable or conserved at all costs, burning firewood, oil, and gasoline became a necessity. How else were people supposed to heat and light their homes?


Keeping these thoughts to herself, Mary pursed her lips and nodded.


The strange creature opposite her studied her suspiciously. Then—evidently deciding to trust her—Xoë lowered her voice, as though afraid of being overheard.


“It’s all part of the game, you see.”


She scanned the empty compartment conspiratorially.


“A colleague of mine recently traveled to the Onfu Nature Reserve. Fantastic pictures, let me tell you. Marvelous scenery. Such raw nature. And the people. Ever so polite…”


She stared into nothingness for a few seconds, as though overwhelmed by her own made-up image of that legendary, distant place.


“You can’t just stay in Pyramid City your whole life!” She laughed softly. “Not exactly A-material.”


She smiled at Mary as if commenting on the weather.


If Mary had understood her correctly—and she had struggled to follow the woman’s incoherence—this dolled-up peacock had traveled thousands of kilometers, spent unimaginable amounts of money, and wasted days or weeks in Untamed Land—which she clearly despised—merely to take pictures. Pictures she would later distribute strategically, likely criticizing everyone and everything she had encountered, if only in private.


Mary smiled back, her mind blank. How was she supposed to respond to that?


Deciding her irritation was at least partly due to hunger, she glanced longingly at her suitcase protruding from beneath her seat. A half-eaten sandwich lay buried inside. Would she dare open it, revealing the mess within under the lifeless, judging eyes of this B-lady?


She clenched her teeth. While she was still deciding, a cheerful artificial voice announced, “Dear passengers, arrival at Checkpoint One is imminent. Please return to your seats and keep your tickets and documents ready for inspection.”


Mary had not noticed that the compartment had grown brighter as the outside world darkened. The transition had been so seamless that it was almost shocking to find nothing but her own reflection staring back from the previously transparent window.


Xoë shifted in her seat, clearly uncomfortable, before crossing her legs and waiting in silence—enduring a familiar procedure beneath her status. Mary thought she knew why Xoë looked so displeased. But before she could pursue the thought, the train came to a silent halt.


Less than ten seconds later, the compartment door vanished, revealing a tall, red-haired man in a purple tuxedo.


His nose was freckled, his eyes bright blue, and his forehead deeply wrinkled, as though frozen in a permanent frown. The suit was ridiculous, clashing violently with his hair. Beneath it were a purple shirt, vest, and tie of the same shade, pinned with a small black triangle. Mary was so startled by his flamboyant appearance that she failed to respond to his words at first.


“Tickets and identification, please,” he said sternly, looking down at her.


Then his gaze shifted to the only other passenger, and his mouth fell open.


“Xoë?”


He stared.


“Where the hell have you been? I’ve heard the strangest rumors. So it’s true! What were you doin’ in D-country?”


He looked just as stunned as Mary felt.


Xoë tilted her head toward Mary and subtly motioned for him to behave. Her face broke into an indulgent smile.


“You shouldn’t listen to gossip,” she said smoothly. “The City can be such a drag sometimes. I can hardly be blamed for wanting to stretch my wings now and then. When I heard about a little, intact town called Denzil, I simply had to see it…”


It sounded rehearsed.


Mary’s indignation flared—but Xoë’s performance worked. The official looked impressed and nodded appreciatively.


Mary understood the act. A thousand conversations like this would cement Xoë’s worldliness—and secure her ascent.


“And the B-carriage was full?” he asked.


Xoë’s smile faltered.


The official laughed at his own joke and turned to Mary.


“Ticket and ID, please.”


Mary handed him the glossy ticket and a rectangular piece of plastic. His smile vanished.


“We don’t accept those,” he said flatly. “I’ll need proper ID.”


Mary’s heart sank.


She had nothing else—only the card from her local municipality with her name, date of birth, and picture. No one had told her she needed more than a train ticket to enter the City.


“Give her a break, Don. It’s her first time,” Xoë said casually.


Apparently in a generous mood, the official scanned Mary’s ticket with his Screen. It beeped. He leaned in, studying her eyes closely, then straightened.


“You’ll need a Screen. They’ll have one waiting for you at Two. Don’t leave without it. Otherwise, it means overtime for me—and I like my free time.”


He scanned Xoë’s ticket, turned, and left.


Then he turned back.


“Just kidding, Xoë. Not telling anyone. See ya.”
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INTERLUDE


IAN WAS SO THIRSTY, but he knew he must not drink. If he did, the night would become even more horrible. He had to shift his focus—away from his bodily ailments and toward his work.


It was hard to tell, but he likely had only another hour left. At least, that was what he told himself, over and over.


Just another hour.


When it became too much, he changed the timing in his mind. Hours became minutes. Convincing himself it was only five more minutes, he managed to stay awake and productive.


He liked his job overall, although it demanded a lot from him. For one thing, the hours were long—although how long exactly, he did not know.


He swiped his finger, pushing the moving image upward. The next appeared instantly.


A woman performing some sort of artsy routine near the LOX, recognizable in the background. The more impressionable passersby stopped to watch or clap, most fumbling with their Screens—likely taking pictures or sending money. Hard to tell.


His finger glided across the glass. The woman vanished, replaced by a sunlit alleyway. Empty, save for a floating paper bag—the only trespasser in an otherwise motionless scene.


Swipe.


Two people in an elevator, staring blankly at the door.


Swipe.


A train in the dark.


Swipe.


A man arm in arm with a friend, laughing jovially toward Ian at an undoubtedly good joke.


Swipe.


It continued like this for a while, and Ian’s thoughts drifted again.


When had he last laughed like that?


It must have been before he took this job.


Sometimes he did see things that made him laugh— once, a young woman had set herself on fire at a fancy dinner table and had to be extinguished with whatever was at hand. He had permitted himself to watch the whole scene unfold; it had been a difficult call. He was not supposed to swipe when someone was in danger.


But opportunities for laughter were rare.


It must be nearly time now, he thought.


Swipe.


He must have swiped at least a hundred times since thinking that the last time. His rate was good.


He occasionally stole furtive glances at his colleagues, performing the same task. His routine was significantly faster.


His mouth was painfully dry.


He should have drunk more earlier. He always thought that. But when was early, and when was late?


On his next swipe—two joggers in Uni Park—the images vanished.


His heart leapt.


Instead of scenes from the outside world, writing appeared.


564


The number glowed red.


Ian shot up from his seat. Stars exploded across his vision as blood rushed from his head to his feet. He gripped the back of the chair, fighting nausea.


Don’t be ridiculous, he thought. There’s nothing to puke up.


He was among the first. He didn’t bother looking at his coworkers; none of them would look up just to admire him.


He walked to staircase A, forcing his steps to remain deliberate. His lips were so dry they would have cracked if he smiled—which was unlikely. Descending the winding metal spiral, his steps barely made a sound. His arms carried much of his weight as he clung to the handrails.


At the bottom, he entered the narrow hallway shared by staircase B.


He visualized the layout—numbers above 500 straight ahead, those below 150 elsewhere. He checked: right, 121; left, 525.


Correct.


The third corridor on the left.


He sped up, meeting no one—as expected. Like him, his coworkers would rush to their rooms, leaving nothing to chance.


Only twenty steps now.


He turned left.


Finally, Room 564.


Exhausted, dizzy, unbearably thirsty, he pressed his palm against the cold steel door. It opened.


He staggered to the sink, turned the faucet, and lowered his head into the stream. Water spilled over his forehead, into his eyes and nose, onto his lips. Every instinct screamed at him to drink—to swallow until it hurt—but his mind refused.


He stayed there, bent over the stainless steel, until he forced himself to stop. Carefully, deliberately, he took a few measured sips.


The water tasted wrong—sweet, faintly fruity, bitter underneath—as though one flavor had been layered over another. Ian didn’t notice. His body was soaked. He grabbed the scratchy blanket from the bed and dried himself as best he could, then collapsed onto the mattress and closed his eyes.


“Number 64295,” an encouraging but artificial female voice said softly, “you performed extraordinarily well today. So well, in fact, that the Managing Director would like to speak with you. Please proceed to Level One.”


Pride flooded him.


The Managing Director wanted to see him.


Exhilarated, he sprang from the bed and ran through the corridor, up staircase A. Hundreds of glossy screens reflected their assigned numbers back at him, but he was alone.


No Managing Director.


He reached Number One, turned—and froze.


Cheers erupted. Laughter. Music. Where had they all been hiding?


Balloons rained from the ceiling. The Managing Director approached, dancing awkwardly, carrying an enormous cake that obscured his face. Red icing gleamed under countless sparklers.


Ian felt so appreciated he was almost embarrassed.


“Guys, you shouldn’t have,” he said, blushing.


The scene shattered.


“What do you mean, I shouldn’t?”


Silence.


The triangular hall was dark again. Gloomy. Empty of celebration. The Director was gone. Everyone sat at their stations.


Swipe.


Swipe.


Swipe.


A horribly emaciated naked man stood among the rows, screaming.


“What the fuck do you think you’re doing here? You think this is life? Do you?”


He grabbed the nearest worker, shaking him violently by the shoulders. The man shrugged him off, irritated, and returned to his task.


Ian did the same.


The shouting continued.


“Whatever happened to Article Three? I hope the guys upstairs are watching!”


Ian looked up. Fear tightened his chest.


The man looked like a skeleton.


Then, abruptly, he sat down at Station Nine.


For a moment, there was an absurd anticlimax.


Then his face slammed into the glass.


Again.


And again.


Blood burst from his nostrils at the first impact, spraying across the screen. Cracks spiderwebbed beneath the red smear. The sound—wet, crunching—cut through Ian.


It went on.


Ian wanted to stand. Someone had to help.


Then it stopped.
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