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On Silence

“Silence is the ultimate weapon of power.”

	-Charles de Gaulle

 




Prologue

	THE APARTMENT WAS TOO QUIET FOR A HOLIDAY. Outside, distant hymns played from mounted street speakers, their volume regulated by algorithm: loud enough to reach the windows, soft enough to feel reverent. Inside, Sarah muted the Valor Network broadcast and sat cross-legged on the floor, surrounded by fragments of a life that no longer existed.

The screen in front of her glowed dimly. Her mother’s face flickered into view, smiling, mid-sentence, interrupted by laughter from someone offscreen. Her father’s voice followed, low and warm, asking someone to hold still for just one photo. The camera tilted. A hand reached out. Then static.

Sarah tapped the console again. Another clip loaded. A birthday. A school recital. A shaky ride through a garden Sarah hadn’t seen since before the strike. Her mother’s voice again, this time whispering a lullaby.

She closed her eyes.

The apartment had one window. Through it, the lightshow on the government tower played in subdued celebration. In the plaza below, families barbecued beside plastic flags. Children played with drone-shaped balloons. It was a day off work. A day of gratitude. Today marked another year since the attack on the Sacrificial Zone. The Valor Network called it a day of reverence. Of triumph over evil. They’d been honoring the dead all morning.

They’d never said her parents’ names. Not directly. There were too many to name. A crawl of numbers scrolled along the bottom of the screen, clean, clinical, unspoken. 

They could name the war, but not the dead.

Sarah leaned back against the couch. On the muted broadcast, a man in formal whites bowed his head while children in red uniforms sang before a monument that no one visited except on camera.

She turned back to the final video. Her parents stood in a kitchen. It was evening. The lights above them buzzed faintly, and a copper ibrik sat on the counter between them.

Her mother held up two fingers behind her father’s head. He didn’t notice. They both laughed.

She had left for college just weeks before the attack. Her mother had cried at the station, blubbering about how proud she was. Sarah used to laugh at her for being so sentimental. Her father told her to be brave. And to be still—just for once. He hugged her like he knew something she didn’t.

In the background of the video—a missed call that Sarah hadn’t answered—a sound. Like a freighttrain. Then: a flash. A window shattering inward. The video corrupted, then cut to black.

Sarah sat perfectly still.

The enemy’s abrupt attack had launched the Republic into a war that defined the last decade. Over 19 million murdered in an instant. The largest single loss of life the world had ever seen, more than all known previous wars combined. Before there could be time for questions, there was a rush for retribution. It had reshaped the very fabric of life, everyone flocked to the flag. And under Hightower’s guidance, the cross. Operators became folk heroes overnight, and real heroes in the months and years to come. They called the war sacred. Strategic. A necessary sacrifice. But that wasn’t the footage they played on Martyrs’ Day.

She reached forward and gently closed the file.

In the silence that followed, the hymns outside changed. A new voice filled the air, deep and clean, speaking of service, of sacrifice, of sanctity.

Her hand rested on the console. Still warm from the screen. Sarah didn’t move.

She already knew the words.

She stood slowly. Moved toward the kitchen. Pulled the ibrik from its place beside the sink.

She needed a cup of coffee.
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The ceiling was already cracked before the first impact. The second one shook it loose. Dust drifted down in lazy spirals as a woman reached out to hush the child clinging to her side.

Outside, the sound was faint: a mechanical hum, steady and circular. The kind that arrived before you knew to run.

They didn’t run. There was nowhere to go.

The walls trembled. The tin cup on the stove tipped, sending a thin line of coffee across the floor. The child flinched at the sound.

The walls were rough concrete. The floor had once been tiled. The furniture was salvaged, nothing matched. A decade of strikes would do that. The stove in the corner, hissed steam- burner still warm when the coffee hit it.

In the background, a radio crackled, half-buried in static. A flickering screen mounted above it displayed a regime broadcast she hadn’t asked for. The language was familiar. The accent, familiar. The name, unmistakable.

A tribute. A voice spoke of sacrifice. Of cleansing. Of peace.

The woman turned her head. A familiar face, solemn, stared back from the screen.

The roof creaked again. She pulled the child closer. Held them steady.

She didn’t speak. There was nothing to say.

The drone passed for the moment.

"…in honor of Daniel Eustasius Clymer…"

The child looked up. “Is that Dan from—”

“Shh,” she said. “Be still. You are so brave.”

She moved to the stove, reaching for a towel. The coffee had already begun to cool.
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	He was underground again.

The dirt was still under his nails. His arms streaked with blood and dust, ash and grease.

Dan sat on the ground against the wall, knees bent, hands loose in his lap. His shoulders ached. His jaw. He hadn’t spoken since—

No.

He kept wiping his hands. Jeans, sleeve, the floor.

Still there.

He wouldn’t look.

Dirt. Blood. His. Someone else’s.

He ground his palms against the rough concrete.

The blood on his hands wouldn’t come clean.

And he knew it never would.

He screamed. He thought. Or maybe he hadn’t.

The sound of it was still in his throat.

He hadn’t moved in a long time. 

After this, he didn’t know how he ever could again.




1

“When fascism comes to America, 

it will be wrapped in the flag and carrying a cross.”

-attributed to Sinclair Lewis

(origin unconfirmed)

.
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ONE

	DAN CLYMER AWOKE AT PRECISELY 0600, the soft chime of his alarm syncing perfectly with the morning bulletin flashing across the wall screen. The national flag—crimson, silver, and deep navy—rippled in slow motion, overlaid with the motto:
Strength. Honor. Victory.

A second later, Reverend Eli Hightower’s face appeared. Smooth. Composed. Framed by flawless studio lighting.

"Righteous Patriots, welcome this new day." His voice was calm, unwavering. "With every sunrise, we reaffirm our commitment to faith and country, standing united against those who would seek to dismantle our way of life."

There was a pause, just enough to feel rehearsed.

"And remember," Hightower continued, "true strength starts with a strong body. Our friends at Valor Flakes are offering twenty percent off their protein-packed morning cereal. Fuel your mission. Fuel your faith."

Dan exhaled through his nose and sat up. The room was cold, the floor colder. He reached for his watch, a tactical black model, engraved with his service number, the same one he'd worn since his first commendation.

His apartment was orderly, impersonal, exactly as it should be. Framed certificates and medals lined the walls—a curated display of dedication. His nightstand held only the essentials: a well-worn challenge coin, a digital clock, and a single framed photograph of him with fellow operatives in fatigues, arms slung over each other’s shoulders, grinning after what must have during training—the only time he had worn a field uniform.

Routine. Efficiency. Discipline. The makings of strength.

As the bulletin continued: mission updates, economic reports, a segment on patriotic investment portfolios. Dan moved to the kitchen.

He scooped the coffee without thinking, leveling the grounds with a soft tap against the Liberty Grounds™ tin’s edge. The familiar weight of the moka pot felt good in his hands, solid and real. The smell of fresh grounds hit before the flame even lit.

The first drops spat into the chamber, rich and dark. The moment before the coffee finished was always the best part, a pause, a breath, the one thing in his day that didn’t move too fast.

Then the pledge began.

Dan turned toward the hybrid flag hanging beside his certificates. Right hand over his heart, he recited in unison with the voice from the screen:

"I pledge my strength to the Righteous State, my faith to its leaders, and my devotion to the cause of our victory. We are one people, united, indivisible, and eternal."

The words came automatically. He had been saying them since childhood.

Dan poured his coffee into his In Service to Valor mug, lifting it to his lips as the morning feed scrolled through updates:

— Successful airstrikes neutralized key targets.

—Consumer confidence rose for the third quarter in a row.

— Vanguard Tactical™ was running a giveaway for five lucky winners to receive a limited-edition Patriot Elite Combat Pack.

A headline flickered past: "The Foreign Threat: How Righteous Patriots Must Remain Vigilant."
Beneath it, a call to action: "Stock up on Fortitude Flavors™ Frozen Meals. Dinner for a Stronger Nation."

Dan scrolled past another titled: "The Moral Duty of Conflict: Why Righteous Wars Strengthen the Soul."

He didn’t click it. He already knew the message.

Strength came from service. Service meant trust. There was no room for hesitation in war.

His phone vibrated: Mission Pending.

Dan blinked at the screen.

The targeting interface was already live, pulsing faint blue. Four flagged heat signatures scrolled along the left, each tagged with a numeric ID, grid coordinates, and a flickering “Threat Assessment” score. Beside them, grayscale thumbnail portraits flashed, flat and low-res, barely more than silhouettes.

Dan didn’t look at them.

He tapped the first.

“Target: ID #427-9B. Affiliation: Subversive. Threat Level: Moderate.”

“Engage Precision? [Y/N]”

He hit “Y.”

A quick time-event circle bloomed in the center of the screen—Align Scope to Heartbeat.

He adjusted his fingertip on the sensor pad. The calibration blinked green.

“Confirmed: Vital Lock.”

“Strike Authorized. +250 Points. +1 Tactical Chain Bonus.”

Target two auto-queued.

“Splash Radius Bonus available. Engage?”

“Yes” and “Absolutely” were the only options.

He clicked “Yes.”

The kill zone map expanded.

A soft chime played, like leveling up in the Patriot’s Duty video game.

“3x Collateral Confirmed. Civilian Threshold: Acceptable.”

“Faith Efficiency Multiplier: +1.3x. ProCore Sponsored Bonus Activated.”

Greg would’ve celebrated that one.

Dan just cleared the next target.

“Final Sequence: Synchronized Strike Protocol unlocked.”

He hovered, then hit “Execute All.”

Three seconds. Orange countdown. Haptic pulse in his fingers.

“Blessed are the Hands That Keep Order,” the system chimed.

“Mission Complete. Four Eliminations. Chain Bonus Maintained.”

And then—

digital confetti drifted across the top of the screen.

A tiny banner popped up:

“Elite Tier: Valor Tactician. Faith First. Glory Always.”

Dan closed the window.

He reached for his coffee, took a slow sip, and didn’t look at the screen again.

At the bottom of the interface, a soft corporate jingle played, followed by a final message:

“Brought to you by ProCore Solutions™—your trusted partner in AI-integrated peacekeeping. Ensuring tomorrow, one precision strike at a time.”

Dan dismissed it.

He drained the last of his coffee.

His phone buzzed.
	—Reminder: Buy Fortitude Body Wash™. 

He reached for the empty bottle on the sink. He had finished it in last night’s shower, shaking out the last drops before tossing it aside.

Now he turned it over in his hands one more time before tossing it toward the trash.

It landed with a soft thunk against the other discarded containers: Liberty Grounds tins, PowerUp Patriot cans, the remnants of a good citizen.

Dan grabbed his wallet.
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	Dan’s breath came steady as his shoes struck pavement, his morning run tracing its usual path, past the towering Monument to the Fallen, down Victory Boulevard, where the morning pledge echoed over public speakers:

"In faith and in duty, we are united, one nation, one spirit."

The words blended into the hum of the city, a background noise as natural as the wind.

He veered toward the corner convenience store, its fluorescent glow spilling onto the sidewalk. Inside, the hum of refrigeration units mixed with the measured cadence of Reverend Hightower’s voice over the speakers.

"A strong body builds a strong nation, Patriots. Never forget that your strength is a service to us all."

Dan walked the aisles with automatic precision. Milk, bread, Fortitude Body Wash. Same brand, same scent. No deviations.

Near the checkout, a PowerUp Patriot™ energy drink display caught his eye.

"Strength for Those Who Keep Us Safe."

The can’s sleek design gleamed under the store’s bright lights, its red, white, and blue logo bold against the metallic surface.

Dan grabbed one, placing it next to his other items. It felt like the right choice.

At the register, the clerk, a young woman with a bright but rehearsed smile, scanned his items. She hesitated for a split second when she noticed the operator insignia on his shirt.

Her expression brightened further.

"Thank you for your service."

Dan nodded. “Of course.”

Routine. Expected. Like everything else.

The register pinged softly, and a small notification flashed across the payment screen:

— "Righteous Patriot Discount Applied—10% Off."
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	As Dan turned onto Independence Square, a small crowd had gathered around a digital broadcast display. President Knox’s campaign slogan flashed in bold letters:

"Strength in Action. Faith in Leadership."

The ProCore Solutions™ logo appeared beneath it.

Hightower’s voice played on a loop.

"Righteous Patriots, we must remain vigilant, at home and abroad."

Dan barely noticed. Knox’s reelection was inevitable.

A murmur ran through the crowd.

Dan’s gaze snapped toward a man standing on a bench, holding a battered sign. In the corner was a symbol. A red circle with two slashes beneath. His clothes were worn, his face unshaven, but his voice cut through the morning calm.

"How long will we pretend? How long before we admit what this war really is?"

Some people ignored him. Others muttered in disapproval.

Dan was about to walk past. Until the man’s eyes landed on him.

"You." His voice sharpened. "You’re one of them, aren’t you?"

Dan stopped. Felt the weight of the attention shifting toward him.

The protester’s gaze flicked to Dan’s insignia, and his mouth curled into something between a sneer and pity.

"You tell yourself you’re keeping us safe." His voice was calm. Too calm.
 "But do you even know who you’re killing?"

Dan’s jaw tightened. His pulse remained steady.

"You follow orders," the man pressed, stepping down from the bench. "You press a button. People die. And you think it’s war."

Dan held his ground. "It is war."

The protester’s head tilted. "Is it?"

Something about the way he said it, like a challenge, like he knew something Dan didn’t, made Dan’s blood run hot.

"I protect this country," Dan said evenly. "I protect you."

The man’s expression twisted, like he was seeing something pathetic. "From what?"

Dan felt something coil tight in his chest. "The enemy."

The man laughed. Actually laughed.

"The enemy? You mean the one they tell you about?"

Dan took a step forward before he even realized it. He had lost friends- family- in the attack. Everyone had.

"I fight so people like you can stand here and say this bullshit." His voice was sharp now, no longer steady. "You don’t have to like it. You don’t have to understand it. But you damn sure benefit from it."

The protester held his gaze, unfazed.

Then, a sharp movement at the edge of Dan’s vision.

Security.

Two men, plainclothes but unmistakable in their rigid posture, their clean efficiency.

Dan barely had time to register the protester’s expression shifting, from defiance to something knowing.

The security agents were on him in seconds.

No weapons. Not here. Not in daylight.

Just a grip on the arm. A step to the side. A quiet removal.

The protester didn’t fight.

Didn’t shout.

Didn’t make a scene.

Dan didn’t know why that made it worse.

At the edge of the plaza, a group of schoolchildren stood in perfect rows, hands over their hearts.

“In faith and in duty, we are united. One nation, one spirit.”
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	Dan slid into the seat across from Greg, still cooling down from his morning run. His hair was damp, the faint scent of Fortitude Body Wash™ clinging to him. The café was already busy, the hum of conversation mixing with the distant chords of a patriotic hymn playing over the speakers. The walls were lined with slogans of unity and faith, blending state loyalty with divine purpose.

Greg, halfway through his Liberty Grounds™ coffee, glanced up and smirked. "You’re getting close to breaking 100K." He nodded toward Dan’s tablet. "One more solid run, and they’ll probably induct you into the Hall of Valor."

Dan smirked back, stretching his legs beneath the table. The thought wasn’t unappealing.

Their breakfast arrived—high-protein platters, “Patriot Approved” stamped on the side of the plate. Dan picked up his fork, barely noticing the ProCore Solutions™ logo burned into the toast.

He sipped his Liberty Grounds™ and said, “They grabbed someone in the square this morning.”

Greg flicked a sugar packet between his fingers, barely looking up. "Funny thing about the ones who ask questions, they always seem to disappear."

His tone was casual, but something sharp flickered in his eyes.

Dan chuckled lightly, shaking his head.

It was a joke. Just a joke.

He picked up his fork again.

Why had the guy laughed?

Greg was already moving on, tapping his tablet as a mission notification buzzed.

“Early deployment today. Let’s see what we’ve got.”

Dan followed suit.

The interface bloomed to life, clean lines, soft hum, three flagged targets flashing under a gold-bordered header:

—ProCore Solutions: Strike Authorization – Live Session

—Class II Offensive Deployment – Urban Grid C7

—Dissident Activity Detected – Threat Rating: Moderate

No names. Just grid points and indistinct pixelated photos.

No context. Just score potential.

Greg confirmed first. He flicked through the targeting prompts with practiced speed, finger taps, scope alignment, auto-queue. A chime rang out. His screen burst into a celebratory overlay of soft gold.

—Mission Complete: 3 Eliminations, 1 Injury, 0 Escapes

—Perfect Score Bonus Applied. Chain Multiplier Maintained.

—Elite Metrics: Valor Efficiency 98% – Confetti Unlocked.

Dan’s session lagged half a second behind.

—Mission Complete: 2 Eliminations, 2 Injuries

—Collateral Within Threshold. Efficiency Rating: 82%

—Chain Broken. Bonus Withheld.

Greg grinned, already locking his screen. “Gonna have to do better than that if you want your name in the Hall.”

Dan shrugged, feigning indifference, but the possibility lingered.

The Hall of Valor was no joke. There was no bigger recognition. A real mark on history.

Greg saw the pause and smirked. "What, not enough blood in your coffee yet?"

Dan snorted. "Just another day." He took another sip of his coffee, but the thought remained.

Greg nudged his plate aside, lowering his voice. "You know," he said, tapping the table with one  finger, "word is, they’re lining up a big event for high performers. Not just the Hall of Valor. Something bigger."

Dan glanced at him. "Like what?"

Greg smirked. "Not sure. But my guess? A Presidential Recognition. You make your mark on the leaderboards, you get a personal nod from Knox. Maybe even a handshake."

Dan set his mug down. "You think that matters?"

Greg shrugged, but his eyes gleamed. "Recognition always matters. Especially when things get unstable."

Dan didn’t answer.

He reached into his jacket and pulled out a folded scrap of paper. A photocopy from an old military history text. Faint lines, half a paragraph: To stand in the shield wall is not to seek victory, but to hold. That is honor.

There was something about it. The simplicity. A time when soldiers faced the ones they killed. When they bled in the same dirt. When it cost something.

He remembered the first time he read it, back during training, in the off-hours when everyone else was passed out or watching feeds. He’d copied the quote from an old doctrine compendium, not because it was assigned, but because it stuck. He’d never shown it to anyone.

Now it was algorithms. Range. Collateral. And four new names blinking on a screen.

He stared at the paper a little longer, then slid it back into his pocket. It had been folded and unfolded so many times the edge had started to wear thin, a tear creeping down the crease like a split in armor.

His tablet chimed.

—Briefing in one hour.

He didn’t know why, but it felt different this time.

 


 




TWO

	THE COMMAND CENTER HUMMED with quiet precision. Screens flickered, satellite feeds shifting, targeting grids adjusting in real time. Operators sat in rigid silence, their fingers tapping out the rhythm of war. No wasted movement. No hesitation.

At the far end of the room, the national map glowed red, its borders etched in sharp lines. Several vast blacked-out regions split the interior—voids where cities had once stood: New York. Los Angeles. San Francisco. Chicago.

Beneath the map, the words caught the light in gold:

THE ENEMY STRUCK FIRST. WE ENDURE.

To the right, a screen looped a familiar image, a skyline frozen in the instant of annihilation. The caption read:

NEVER AGAIN. NEVER FORGOTTEN.

Dan’s jaw tightened. No matter how many times he saw them, the images never lost their weight. The searing flash. The rising ash. The bones of once-living cities.

A passing analyst nodded. “They’ve put the best on this one.”

Dan nodded back.

Nearby, a younger operator, Marcus, fresh-faced and eager, muttered to a colleague, “I’d kill for a mission like this.”

His partner chuckled. “You will. Keep stacking your numbers.”

Dan glanced at them from the corner of his eye. He recognized the kid Marcus as one of the up-and-comers Greg had been training. He’d been out for drinks with them a couple of times.

A corporate screen above the break station flashed a rotating ad:

—Fuel Your Mission with Dominion Provisions™ Dark Roast– The Strength and Energy to Prevail.

—Top Operators This Week Receive an Exclusive Sanctified Arms™ Elite Kit

Dan barely glanced at it. He still drank Liberty Grounds Coffee™ for the loyalty points, but the perks weren’t worth writing home about.

A technician tossed him a headset. “Locked in?”

Dan fit the piece over his ear.

“Always.”

The tech smirked. “Then let’s make today count.”

He stepped into the mission station. The room dimmed, the screens aligning in a perfect arc before him, targeting overlays, live drone telemetry, data feeds folding into formation.

Across the screen, the compound emerged, dull and grainy, just shapes in ruin. The camera swept over broken rooftops, shadows clinging to fractured walls.

Greg’s voice crackled through comms. “You’d think with all the funding, we’d get better cameras.”

Dan replied without emotion. “The system doesn’t need clarity. Just results.”

“Still,” Greg said, “a few pixels wouldn’t kill them. Us, maybe.”

Dan let the silence hold.

His fingers hovered over the targeting interface. The compound's main structure stood out, arched windows, a collapsed upper level. Something about it made his breath catch. A flash of something unplaceable.

A shadow moved. Small. Quick.

Civilian? Animal? Artifact?

He blinked it away.

“You good?” Greg’s voice again.

“Yeah,” Dan said. “Visual noise.”

He centered the crosshairs.

One breath. One press.

The screen flashed.

Fire erupted across the compound. Stone, metal, and human silhouettes crumbling in unison. The console chimed:

—MISSION COMPLETE.

—EXCELLENT STRIKE.

— +97.5 Patriot Points.

Confetti animation danced across the interface. A digital trophy blinked:

"ProCore Salutes Your Service!"

Greg whistled through the headset. “Nice. Efficient. I told you that you’d hit 100K by week’s end!”

Dan didn’t answer.

The smoke still curled on-screen. Where the arched windows had been, now a void.

He stared at the empty space longer than he meant to.

“Just another mission,” he murmured.
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	Dan walked home in uniform.

Not marching, just walking. The grid had quieted after curfew, and the glow from the mounted screens bathed everything in a wash of pale red and gold. Every few paces, a flag rippled under motion sensors, playing a soft chime of the pledge’s opening notes. Dan didn’t react.

He passed under the archway near Columbus Square, boots echoing faintly on the metal sidewalk. There were voices ahead. Low. Repetitive. Familiar.

A woman stood near the entrance to a midrise tower, kneeling in front of her daughter. The girl’s hand was flat over her chest. Her small fingers trembled.

“Say it again,” the mother said gently.

The girl’s voice was high and unsteady. “I pledge my strength to the Righteous State... my faith to its eternal guardians... my vigilance to…”

She faltered.

“To the cause of sacred victory,” the mother supplied, sharper this time.

Dan stopped a few steps away. Not intruding, just still.

The girl looked up. Her eyes were wide. Not with fear, exactly. But with effort. The kind it took to remember the right thing at the right time.

The mother noticed him and straightened. Her voice shifted to public tone. "Officer. She’s just learning. We practice every night."

Dan nodded, not smiling. “She’s doing fine.”

The girl pressed her hand tighter to her chest. Her voice came quicker now: “To the cause of sacred victory. I am loyal. I am ready.”

“Good,” the mother whispered. She gave Dan a small, forced smile. “Thank you, sir.”

He nodded again, then kept walking. The wind carried a few stray words after him.

“I’m sorry, Mama.”

“You mustn’t forget. Not ever.”

The sidewalk quieted behind him. He didn’t look back.

The mural waited at the corner, as it always did. Soldier and child, cast in golden light. This time, he noticed the child’s expression. Blank, eyes fixed forward, mouth slightly parted. Just…waiting.

Dan adjusted the strap across his chest. He moved through the gate toward his building.

The final screen of the block looped the day’s closing benediction: “Let our deeds speak for our beliefs. Let the strong protect the faithful.”

Dan didn’t say it aloud.

But he mouthed the words anyway.


 

 

 




THREE

	SARAH BISHOP WOKE to the muted hum of city life filtering through the cracked window of her apartment. The space around her was a study in contrasts: bohemian and vibrant, with mismatched furniture and handwoven textiles that clashed with the sterile conformity of the modern world beyond her walls. The sun cast long rays across shelves crowded with worn books and small clay figurines, each with its own story. A framed charcoal sketch of an unidentifiable landscape hung above her bed, its smudged edges a testament to its handmade origin.

She stretched, her fingers brushing the patterned quilt stitched by her grandmother, a rare relic of the past. In moments like these, wrapped in layers of comfort and memory, she felt a sense of grounded defiance. But beneath that warmth, something colder lingered. There were mornings when she could still feel the absence of her parents as if it had only just happened. They had died in the strike, the event that changed everything. She had been seventeen.

The broadcast of Reverend Eli Hightower’s morning blessing droned on from the apartment next door, muffled but unmistakable.

“Grant us the courage to uphold the path of righteousness, to safeguard our nation, and to question only when the answers have already been given,” his voice proclaimed, deep and commanding.

Sarah’s eyes flicked toward the wall as though she could see through it, a habitual eye roll accompanied by the smallest, wry smile. She had heard those words, or variations of them, for years, but their meaning was no less hollow to her now. The familiar cadence, meant to inspire obedience, instead settled in her chest like a stone.

She should have believed them. After all, hadn’t the enemy taken everything from her?

But there was something off. Always had been. Too many sealed records. Too many blank spaces in the official story. Too much theater in the way grief was packaged, commodified, weaponized.

Her mornings began without the rigid patriotism that marked most of her neighbors’ routines. Here, in the quiet cocoon of her apartment, she allowed herself to be simply Sarah. She took her time preparing her coffee with an ibrik, an act of ritual and care that connected her to memories of shared moments with her grandmother. Sarah hand-ground her coffee beans to an ultrafine size, beans she had obtained through a discreet black market contact, a quiet rebellion against the corporate, patriotically branded coffee that dominated store shelves. She crushed a single dried cardamom pod between her fingers, its papery husk giving way with a gentle snap, and added the aromatic seeds to the grind, an old habit she’d picked up from her grandmother. The scent bloomed as she mixed in two spoons of sugar, then filled the ibrik halfway with water.

Placing the long-handled pot on the stove, she watched intently, listening for the subtle stirrings as the liquid began to foam. The rich, heady scent of coffee filled the kitchen, mingling with the earthy aroma of sandalwood from a candle sputtering on the windowsill. As she waited, Cleo, her sleek, gray cat, padded into the kitchen and wound herself around Sarah’s legs, purring softly. Sarah smiled and nudged Cleo with her foot, the warmth of the cat’s presence adding comfort to her morning ritual.

“Morning, Cleo,” she whispered, the cat’s soft fur brushing against her ankle like a familiar reassurance.

At the precise moment before the coffee boiled, Sarah pulled the ibrik from the heat to preserve the crema. She dumped hot water from the prepared cup, returning the ibrik to the flame. The liquid foamed up quickly, and she removed it with practiced precision, pouring the gritty, aromatic brew into her pre-warmed cup. Cleo leapt gracefully into Sarah’s lap as she sat by the window, and Sarah rubbed behind the cat’s ears while taking a sip. The bitter-sweet flavor grounded her, a private act of defiance and joy that pushed back, if only slightly, against the world outside her door.

After a moment of quiet indulgence, Sarah briskly turned the cup onto its saucer, studying the remaining grounds that clung to the sides. She tilted it, watching how the dark patterns settled. Though she wasn’t a true believer in divination, reading the telva, the shapes left behind, was a lighthearted ritual that gave her mornings an added layer of meaning and a subtle rebellion against the state-imposed faith that dictated unquestioning loyalty. Today, the grounds formed…well…she couldn't exactly say, but something in the blurred shapes gave her stomach a slight twist. She smiled faintly, but the smile didn’t quite reach her eyes.

“Looks like it’s another day to tread carefully,” she muttered to Cleo, though her voice carried less certainty than usual.

Cleo, now content after her lap time, leapt gracefully from Sarah’s lap as she stood. Sarah reached down to scratch behind the cat’s ears once more before filling Cleo’s dish with food. The cat purred in appreciation and began to eat, brushing against Sarah’s leg in a familiar gesture of affection.

Her morning ritual complete, Sarah stretched, glancing once more at the framed sketch above her bed. The unmarked landscape, with its blurred and undefined horizons, spoke to her in a way the regimented city outside never could. It seemed to whisper of freedom. Not the polished, state-approved freedom touted in public broadcasts, but a raw, uncharted kind that defied control.

After rinsing the ibrik, she opened the small drawer beneath the bookshelf and reached behind the stack of state-approved devotionals. The book was there—thin, sun-faded, its corners softened by years of rereading. Her father had given it to her on her first birthday, the year the rivers flooded and the power went out. Inside the front cover, in his tidy, slanted script, he’d written: For Sarah, may you always walk the harder path, even when it disappears beneath your feet. It wasn’t a political book. Just a quiet story about a girl who leaves a green valley to follow a river out beyond the known borders, losing, changing, remembering. He used to read it aloud every night until she memorized the ending. When the regime rewrote the curriculum and banned anything that didn’t end in salvation, this one disappeared without a trace. She’d already taken it to college by then, tucked in her backpack. Concealed and safe, but accessible, and always with her. 

Normally, she just kept it hidden these days—because it remembered who she was, and who they had been, and because she had never found another ending that felt more honest. But this morning, something about the telva had unsettled her. A restlessness she couldn’t name. She slipped the book gently into the lining of her satchel, censorship laws be damned, before turning to the small wardrobe that held her collection of clothes, a mix of practical, subtly eclectic garments that mirrored her personality.

She lightly brushed a patterned shawl before choosing a loose, earth-toned blouse and a pair of worn jeans. She changed out of the oversized sweatshirt and cotton shorts she slept in, the familiar fabric pooling at her feet before she kicked it aside. Cleo watched from her spot, tail swishing contentedly as Sarah dressed.

With a quick pat on the cat’s head, Sarah stepped back to the mirror, adjusted her blouse, and tied her hair back into a low ponytail. The reflection that stared back at her was both familiar and foreign, a woman who had learned to navigate a world of silent resistance, where small acts held as much weight as bold proclamations. She took a steadying breath, bracing herself as the contentment of her private sanctuary faded, replaced by the stoic readiness needed to face the regimented day.

Outside, the city pulsed with structured energy, the rhythmic march of a society bound by its rules and rituals. 

The unmarked landscape above her bed, a relic of a freer time, lingered in her thoughts as Sarah exhaled slowly and stepped into the machinery of the world beyond her door.
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	The Community Aid Center buzzed with quiet efficiency. Sarah’s boots clicked lightly across the polished floors as she stepped inside. The building was spotless by design, gleaming tiles, crystal clear windows, and the ever-present scent of government-issued disinfectant. Large digital displays rotated between curated success stories and looped speeches from President Knox and Reverend Hightower.

Posters lined the walls: 

“Unity Through Service.”
	“Dissent Is Disobedience.”
	“Faith Makes Us Strong; Order Keeps Us Safe.”

Behind the slogans, security cameras blinked red in steady rhythm.

“Morning, Sarah!”

Marla’s voice rang out with a warmth that felt out of place in such a sterilized space.

“Morning,” Sarah answered with a faint but genuine smile.

She moved to her desk, placing her bag gently down. As she settled in, she glanced once at the nearest camera, not from paranoia, but habit. Resistance had trained her in the art of awareness.

The day unfolded in a familiar monotony: processing paperwork, sorting requests, and navigating a steady stream of quiet, weary citizens. Each person was a case number before they were a face. But Sarah refused to let them blur.

She leaned forward when an older woman, trembling slightly, stepped up with her forms. Her cardigan hung loose over bony shoulders. Her fingers shook as she held out the documents.

Sarah met her eyes, softened her voice.

"This first page is where you list dependents. They want it in this exact order: eldest to youngest, with middle names. Don’t know why. Just how it flags less often."

The woman blinked, confused, but nodded.

Sarah kept her voice low, pretending to scan the rest. “Skip section three. It’s a trap question. If you mark ‘unsure,’ it flags you. Leave it blank.”

The woman’s eyes widened. "But…"

“Trust me,” Sarah interrupted gently, sliding the forms back. “Now take this to the clerk at station four. Don’t ask for clarification. Just tell them you were pre-processed.”

A flicker of understanding passed between them. Gratitude. Fear. Trust.

The woman nodded once, tightly, and moved on.

Sarah exhaled and returned to her terminal. It could cost her everything. But withholding help felt worse.

A lull followed. Marla disappeared into the back for inventory checks. The room hushed.

Sarah reached into her bag, fingertips brushing the folded slip she’d hidden under her notes. She hesitated. Then slid it out and read it again.

Black text on white paper. No logo. No name.

Just a single line:

“Deliverance will come not by way of the faithful, but by those who seek truth in all things. The road shall open before them.” —Isaiah 67:19

Beneath it, small and faint, was the mark: a circle with two diagonal slashes beneath.

The original had been slipped inside a bag of her coffee beans by the vendor, a woman in the market called Nama. No explanation. Just a glance—sharp, deliberate—and a nod.

Sarah had printed twenty-five copies. It had taken hours to find a terminal not logged in the central registry. She had passed 2 to a friend to post.

Each flyer felt like a match.

An act of war.

She rose slowly, pacing to the exit under the pretense of a break. Her heart thudded as she passed the front camera, keeping her face composed. Outside, the bulletin board fluttered with government ads: calls to service, reminders to “report all suspicious activity,” and announcements for Martyrs Day events.

She lifted the edge of a crowded flyer, slipped her own beneath it. Not hidden, just slightly veiled. Waiting to be seen by someone who needed to see it.

The door creaked open behind her.

“Sarah?” Marla’s voice called.

She turned, voice steady. “Just getting some air. Be right in.”
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	A boy approached the desk near the end of Sarah's shift, lanky and jittery, no older than sixteen. He wore the standard-issue uniform of a citizen aide, but it hung loose on his frame like it belonged to someone else. He clutched a sheaf of forms tightly, edges bent and sweaty.

Sarah offered him a calm, practiced smile. "Step forward. Let me take a look."

He didn’t speak as he handed them over. His hands were trembling.

She flipped through the pages, scanning quickly. Her eyes paused at Section Six.

"Relatives not currently registered," she murmured under her breath.

The line was filled in. One name: an uncle, noted as last seen during a supply run.

She lowered the form and looked up at the boy. His mouth twitched, eyes darting once to the red blinking light of the security camera.

"They said to be honest," he whispered.

Sarah kept her voice even. "Honesty is... complicated."

She slid the form back across the desk. Her pen moved quickly as she circled the offending section.
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