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Chapter One

Ray died.

He died on the plateau's highest point, where he had spent the last months of his life. He was on his side when Akio found him, his enormous white wings half-spread across the basalt, the armor Rad had forged still buckled across his chest. His eyes were open. He had been watching the direction of the 33A system. He had not looked away.

Akio put his hand against the thick down of his neck and kept it there until the warmth was gone.

The plateau buried him deep. The marker is still there.

The next morning he went on a mission.

The Kelsh supply network had controlled food and medicine distribution across the eastern settlements for three years. They decided who ate and who did not. In three years they had made that decision for enough people that the settlements had stopped fighting it. It was not a BNCY operation — BNCY had been trying to shut it down for most of that time. It was the kind of thing that grows in the space between a war and its paperwork: a cartel's project, tolerated by some, feared by more, run by men who had learned that being connected to the right rooms was its own kind of armor.

In the second week of Year 333 the network stopped operating. No relay point was intact. No one claimed responsibility. The eastern cells sent a message to the plateau that said only: confirmed.

The men who ran Kelsh are in the ground. This is where it began.

He came home. He stood at the perimeter for a while. He went inside.

He was nineteen and then he was twenty, and the war did not stop being the war.

The garrison at Veld Crossing had held the northern pass for eleven years. It had started as a legitimate garrison. BNCY had built it and staffed it and paid for it, and at some point in the middle years the people inside chose a different arrangement. By Year 334 the settlements in the pass were paying tribute to it. The distinction between a garrison and an occupation is a matter of paperwork, and the paperwork had been correct for eleven years.

In the spring of Year 334 it did not hold the pass anymore. The settlement records from that period describe the pass as clear. The garrison's own logs end mid-entry. The date on the last entry is March 4th. The entry reads: movement from the south ridge, single —

That is where it stops.

He turned twenty-one that summer. He cooked. He slept four hours. He went out again.

He married Sam in Year 335. He was twenty-two. She was twenty-three.

They did it in the machine shop between shifts. A logbook and two names. Rad cut two brass washers from a scrap hydraulic pipe and set them on the ledger without a word, then went back to the bandsaw. Sam signed. Akio signed. They went back to work.

Eon found out four days later. He made a joke. Neither of them laughed.

What she knew without being told: which weeks his knee would flare, which months the eye infection came, which missions he had returned from too quiet and needed three days before he came back. She left the right medication on the right shelf on the right morning. She never mentioned knowing. He noticed and then stopped noticing. He was grateful. He simply stopped showing it was something he had noticed.

What he knew: that she could not always tell a real threat from one her mind had manufactured, and that the only reliable fix was his voice or his hand on her shoulder. That the math was what kept her level. That she needed a problem that stayed still. He made sure she always had one. He did this for a decade, in a war.

Across the middle years he moved through the war's infrastructure — the outpost networks, the forward positions, the installations the war had built and left running after it needed them. He was gone for eleven days once. The southern corridor sent dispatches describing the same thing in different words: the installations had been there and then they were not there. The timing, across all three dispatches, was the same night. One night. All three.

In the plateau records for that period, Akio is listed as absent for eleven days. He returned on the twelfth. He ate. He slept. He asked after the children — Seral was not yet born, but that was his habit, checking the count.

Seral was born in Year 337.

She was loud and certain about everything from the first week. By the time she could walk she was pointing at stars and saying words with the confidence of someone who had already named them. She had Akio's frame and Sam's eyes, and when she fixed those eyes on something she wanted, the expression was so exactly Sam that he had to look away.

Jory came in Year 339. Bigger. Quieter. His first word was the name of a tool. He had his father's density and his mother's anxiety and he is the gentlest person who has ever been in the House of Confidence, which Akio did not expect and has never been able to look at directly without his chest doing the thing it does when he is not prepared for something.

They had no reference for before. They were born into grey dust and generator light and the sound of Sam's reports through the wall. They were native to it.

He watched them and understood that the work was so that this life held. This one.

He made decisions in the seventh year that would have cost him something in the second year.

He does not mean this lightly. He means: there were things he did in Year 340 that the boy who buried Ray would not have been able to do and remain himself. He is aware of this. The boy who buried Ray was right about everything he knew. Something was spent, across the years, that does not come back, and what grew in its place was harder. It was faster, and more final, and it answered a different question.

Sam documented this. Not on paper. In the way she held information: the operational tempo, the speed of the judgments, what reached the others and in what form. She stayed. He had not done anything wrong. He had only become faster than she had predicted.

The Reimnos syndicate sold children. They had operated for nine years. They sold them into slavery, into forced labor, to private buyers who paid and did not ask. When their records were recovered, the ledgers listed seven thousand four hundred names. Not all of the names had ages. No settlement had reported them, because the first settlement that tried had been burned to the ground before the report arrived.

The men who ran Reimnos are in the ground. Akio dug the graves.

The Brenne cartel killed people and took their land. They moved into a settlement, killed every man and woman in it, and called it development. They did this across fourteen settlements.

The men who ran Brenne are in the ground.

The Vordnak operation took people and cut out their organs and sold them. They had a facility. They had a surgeon. They had buyers. The buyers were wealthy. The buyers did not ask.

The men who ran Vordnak are in the ground.

The Klakfen were four BNCY commanders. BNCY was the institution protecting refugees. The Klakfen spent eleven years taking the people who came to BNCY for protection and selling them — to Reimnos, to Vordnak, to whoever came with money. Every person who arrived at a BNCY point and then vanished had gone through the Klakfen. BNCY did not know. The commission that found out buried the finding in an appendix and waited fourteen years to release it.

The four commanders are in the ground.

The Dusk Fork operation took people and sold them into sexual slavery. It had run under three names in six years. It was on its fourth when it stopped.

Every man who ran it is in the ground.

The cities these networks operated in had no civilians. Everyone behind those walls had chosen to be there. When the men who ran them were gone, the cities emptied.

He buried what he could reach. He could not reach all of them. He knows this.

Akio left no reports. BNCY's investigators eventually followed the disappearances. They wrote a report. They called what he had done unattributed targeted removal of known destabilizing actors. In every case, they noted, the surrounding civilian population was unharmed. In most cases the civilians had not known anything had happened until morning.

The investigators found a number. The commission sat on it for nine years before releasing it.

56 million.

They did not publish a name alongside it. They did not have one.

He was twenty-eight years old.

He came home after one of them. Seral was asleep on the kitchen floor wrapped in a blanket. Jory was asleep across her. Sam was at the table with her reports and she looked up when he came in and did not ask anything, and he sat down across from her and they stayed like that for a while.

In the eighth year, in the Greiss settlement, a child was reaching for the bread at the back of a supply wagon.

A man at the edge of the square raised a weapon. Akio walked over and took it from his hand. He closed his fist around it once and dropped what was left in the dust.

The man stood there looking at his hands. He swallowed.

Akio looked at him.

"It's over," he said. "Go home. Love your wife."

The man looked at him.

"I need a confirmation," Akio said.

"Yes," the man said.

"What's your name."

"Torin Brinks."

Akio nodded. The man went.

He had seen children before. Across the decade, in every settlement, in every corridor the networks had left behind: children reaching for things, children who had learned that nothing arrives without a cost. He had seen thousands of them. He had kept moving. He had never said it's over before. He had never said love your wife. He had never left anything unfinished. He does not know what happened in him in the moment he said it, only that something did, and that it was not his.

He turned around.

The child still had the bread in both hands, watching him with all calculation and no softness.

Akio sat down in the dust where he was standing.

He wept. He did not decide to weep. What had been held for a decade was no longer held, and it came out there, in the Greiss settlement, in the dust, in front of a child who waited for the condition to reveal itself because nothing in his six years had arrived without one.

After a while Akio got up. He found a pot. He made soup.

The child came closer when it was ready. He ate watching Akio the whole time. Akio said nothing for a long time.

"What's your name," he said.

"Ben."

Akio nodded. He took the empty bowl and filled it again.

Ben ate the second bowl faster than the first.

He sent Marcus a message that night. Three words.

He did not leave again after that.

Sam was at the kitchen table when he came home, doing the reports she always did. He sat across from her and put his hands flat on the table.

She looked at the hands. Then at him.

"Benny," he said.

Benny was in the doorway, still holding the piece of bread, looking at Sam the way he had looked at Akio.

Sam looked at him for a long time.

"Are you hungry?" she said.

Ben looked at the bread in his hand. Then back at her. "I have bread."

"That's not what I asked."

A pause.

"Yes," he said.

Sam pushed her chair back and stood up. "Sit down," she said, and went to find a pot, and Ben sat at the kitchen table and looked at Akio, and Akio looked back.

That is the decade.

Ray on the basalt with his wings spread. The machine shop. The logbook. The washers Rad cut from hydraulic pipe. The Kelsh network. The Veld garrison log ending mid-entry on March 4th. Two children born into grey dust who were native to it. The Reimnos syndicate. The Brenne cartel. The Vordnak operation. The Klakfen. Dusk Fork. 56 million. Nine graves on the ridge. Sam at the table not asking. A boy named Ben who looked at everything like a calculation.

Nineteen to twenty-nine.

He was twenty-nine years old and he did not leave again.
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