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The shuttle came in low over a valley the color of old teeth. The pilots throttled back and the hull groaned like it remembered better landings. Through the forward slit he saw the ground run with gullies and half-dead brush, a hard scab of earth that never healed. The sky wore a permanent bruise. The sun was up there somewhere, taking its time.

He’d slept ten minutes on the way in, if you could call it sleep. The hum of the engines had crawled through his bones and made promises. He ignored the promises and counted his breaths. The breath work helped. It kept the other hunger where it belonged, behind glass.

“Touching down,” the pilot said on the intercom. The voice had no body to it.

The skids hit graded gravel. The valley floor pushed back. A little dust storm stood up and decided to stay. He unbuckled, stood, took his case from the overhead. The case held the readers, the slates, the stamps that made numbers into orders. Nothing heavy. He carried other weight inside.

The hatch yawned. Heat came in quick, dry and feral. It brought a smell like solder and rusted coins. He stepped down to the pad and the dust took a liking to his boots.

A reception line waited beyond the painted line. Four soldiers in slate-gray armor held their rifles at parade-rest. Their faces were windburn and caution. Behind them stood two men who didn’t wear rifles. One carried rank like jewelry. The other carried a clipboard like it had a pulse.

“Inspector Morgan Venn,” the officer said, hand out, smile correct. “Welcome to Zone Eight-R. I’m Lieutenant Colonel Rafe Holland.”

The name fit. The man had careful hair and eyes like polished gravel. The smile said he’d been told the right way to talk to auditors. Venn shook his hand. It was dry and strong and hollow at the knuckles.

“And this is Dr Callen Ryse,” Holland said. “Regional medical director. Triage and recovery.”

“Callen Ryse,” the other man said, offering the clipboard hand. The fingers were pale where gloves had been. The nails were too clean for the valley. “We’ve prepped a walk-through.”

Venn shook again. Ryse’s grip had that theater to it—deliberate pressure, count of three, a teacher’s handshake. Ryse wore a white field coat that had survived a bleach romance but carried a few discreet flecks the color of pomegranate seeds near the hip.

“Thank you,” Venn said. “Let’s start with your documents.”

Holland’s smile tucked back in. “Of course. The administrative block is this way.”

They moved off the pad as the shuttle shut down. The engines whined themselves to sleep and the dust decided to fall. A few conscripts stood on the berm outside the wire and watched. Young faces, old eyes. A rumor moved through them with little shivers. You didn’t need hearing for some kinds of sentences. They made their way inside your head all the same.

The admin block was prefab concrete with the color and charm of wet cardboard. It had a fresh coat of paint the shade of compliance. Two flags hung limp above the door, one Accord, one Region. Both needed laundering.

An enlisted man opened the door and did the half-salute people gave to roles, not men. Venn stepped into cool air tinged with antiseptic and the sweet-sour of storage. A long room held tables, slates, printers that had known better battles. On one wall a hooked map showed the valley in rectangles marked with identifiers like 8R-D3 and 8R-F7. Red pins were busy along a curve that matched the riverbed like a vein. Blue pins were shy.

“Coffee?” Holland asked. “We’ve got a new batch.”

“I’m fine,” Venn said.

Ryse looked disappointed like a host whose amuse-bouche had been turned down. “We can make tea.”

“I’m fine,” Venn said.

Holland gestured to the end table where the ledgers sat. They weren’t paper, but the word still fit because of the weight. The main slate had a fat spine and an old light-scar on the corner. Venn set his case down, thumbed the slate awake, and the numbers came up with a sigh.

Columns: engagement count, KIA by sector, nonlethal wounds, transfusion units issued, transfusion units recovered. And a column nobody used to put in the old books—Plasma Yield Efficiency—with sub-entries for grade, purity, return by weight.

He went quiet.

Ryse stepped a little closer. “We standardized reporting across zones,” Ryse said. “It helps us see the whole picture. Continuity of care.”

“Continuity,” Holland said. He liked this word. It came out of him smooth. “We’ve found it helps stabilize. Small, contained engagements. Everything accounted for.”

“What do you call small?” Venn asked.

“Fifteen to thirty per engagement,” Holland said. “Mostly skirmishes. Flank probes. Nothing that threatens infrastructure.”

He scrolled. The dates ran like a tap on low. Every five days an engagement logged. Then every three. Same sectors. Same times of day. His finger tapped the intervals. He didn’t look up.

“Terrain dictates,” Holland said. “Ambush points tend to be ambushed.”

“People learn patterns,” Ryse said. “We try to keep them humane.”

Venn looked at the Plasma Yield Efficiency numbers again. The ratios were tight. Too tight. In one sector the yield matched down to two decimal places three engagements in a row. He didn’t say anything. He kept the place with his thumb and let the other hand unknot.

“Do you want to see the field hospital first or the trench line?” Holland asked.

“The documents first,” Venn said. “Then the line. Then the hospital.”

“Of course,” Holland said. “Your process is our process.”

“It’s my process,” Venn said.

The conscripts moved outside the window like shadows on a fish tank. Someone pressed a face to the glass, fogged it, looked like they were checking their breath for life. A sergeant snapped a word and the face slid away. The word had an old taste to it. In every era they had a word that told people to move along.

Venn took out his secondary reader and paired it. The reader was black and calm, liked talking to machines more than men, didn’t take offense. He ran a check on the checksum tags and watched the ripples. The ripples behaved. They told him exactly what the numbers wanted him to hear.

“You’ve got good integrity on your chain,” Venn said.

Holland relaxed a fraction. “We do what we can.”

Venn looked at him. “I didn’t say you did good work. I said your chain is tight.”

Ryse smiled like a cat in a showroom. “Security matters. In conflict, data is another front.”

“Data is the front,” Venn said. “Everything else is perimeter.”

Holland’s mouth did a small line. “Well. We can debate philosophy after we finish our tour.”

Ryse sneaked a look at Holland like two boys checking whether the teacher was in the hall. “Shall we proceed to the trench.”

“Let’s,” Venn said.

They went back out into the heat. The dust had turned into a film you wore. The valley stretched in low swells and depressed scars, and the wind had a way of coming at your face no matter which direction you turned. The trench line lay a hundred yards from the wire, cut into a rise of dirt and rock and black pipes. It looked like someone had made a necklace out of the earth and put it on too tight.

The conscripts stood aside as they came. Some had the haunted stillness of men on their third day without sleep. Some had the bright stare of those who wanted to be seen by the man with the case. Somebody said a name he didn’t catch. Somebody else said a sentence he did.

“The Auditor drinks red,” a young one said.

Holland turned. “Private,” Holland said. “Let me—”

“It’s fine,” Venn said.

The young one had a face that hadn’t decided what kind of man it wanted to be. Dirt, a scar that hadn’t matured yet, eyes blue enough to be a problem. The kid looked at the case like it might open its mouth.

“What did you call me?” Venn asked.
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