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    For the broken,who learned that survival is not a sin,and that even in the dark, we can still find the light.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "He who fights with monsters should look to it that he himself does not become a monster. And if you gaze long into an abyss, the abyss also gazes into you."
— Friedrich Nietzsche

      

    

PROLOGUE — The Whisper

The room was not silent, though we wished it were. True silence is a luxury. In our world, silence usually means you are about to die, or you are already dead.

This room hummed. It was a low, electric vibration coming from the old ventilation unit in the ceiling. It rattled against the concrete like a dying insect. Outside, the city was breathing its heavy, metallic breath. Sirens wailed in the distance, rising and falling like the cries of strange birds. Rain lashed against the single, blacked-out window. It sounded like gravel being thrown by an angry hand.

We sat on the floor. The floorboards were rough, smelling of dust and dry rot. There was no furniture here. Furniture leaves traces; it leaves comfort, and comfort makes you soft. We were not allowed to be soft.

I sat with my legs crossed. Behind me, I could feel the heat radiating from Kael’s back. We sat back-to-back. It was a habit. A reflex. In the cafeteria, in the transport trucks, in the waiting rooms of the Command Center—we always watched the other’s blind spot. It was the only way to ensure that the knife didn’t come from behind.

In my hands, the metal was cold and slick. The smell of gun oil is a specific scent. It smells like copper and chemicals. It smells like purpose. I ran the rag over the slide of my pistol. Swipe. Swipe. Swipe. The rhythm was soothing. It was one of the few things in my life I could control. If I cleaned the gun, it would not jam. If it did not jam, I stayed alive. A simple equation.

"You missed a spot," Kael whispered.

He didn't turn around. He could hear the friction of the cloth. He knew the sound of my cleaning ritual better than he knew the sound of his own mother’s voice. We all did. Mothers were memories. The weapon was the present.

"I didn't miss it," I replied, my voice low. "I'm working on it."

"Work faster. Inspection is at 0600."

I glanced at the luminous dial of my watch. 0345. We had time. We always had time to clean. It was the sleeping part we struggled with. Sleep was dangerous. Dreams were dangerous. In dreams, you remembered things you were supposed to forget.

I felt Kael shift his weight against my spine. He was heavy, solid. We had grown up in the same block, eaten the same gray nutrient paste, run the same obstacle courses until our lungs burned like fire. We were twenty-two years old, but our eyes were ancient.

"Do you think they know?" Kael asked.

I stopped wiping the gun. "Know what?"

"About the incident in Sector 4."

"Someone always knows," I said. "That is the first rule. There are no secrets. There is only information they haven't used against you yet."

Kael let out a breath. It was a shaky sound, uncharacteristic of him. Kael was the rock. He was the one who didn't flinch during the live-fire exercises. He was the one who laughed when the sergeant broke his nose during combat training. To hear him exhale with that tremor of anxiety made my stomach tighten.

"They are cleaning house," Kael said softly. "I heard the whispers in the mess hall. Three guys from Delta unit are gone. Just... gone. Their bunks were empty this morning. Not even a sheet left behind."

"Transferred," I said, though I didn't believe it.

" erased," he corrected.

I resumed cleaning. The repetitive motion grounded me. Swipe. Swipe.

"Don't talk about it," I said. "Talking makes it real. If they are gone, they are gone. We focus on the mission. We focus on the unit. We focus on us."

"Is there an 'us'?" he asked.

The question hung in the humid air of the room. It was a dangerous question. In the Academy, they taught us that the Unit was everything. The Individual was nothing. But they also taught us that loyalty to the Command superseded loyalty to your brother. It was a paradox designed to break your mind. You had to trust the man next to you with your life, but you also had to be ready to report him if he stepped out of line.

"There is an us," I said firmly. "Me and you. Back-to-back."

"For how long?"

"Until the end."

"And what does the end look like?"

I didn't have an answer for that. The 'end' was usually a closed casket, or a body left in a ditch in the Outer Zones. We didn't talk about the end. We talked about the next meal, the next orders, the next target.

The ventilation unit rattled louder, a sudden spasm of noise that made us both tense up. My hand went to the grip of the disassembled pistol, my fingers seeking the trigger mechanism before I realized the gun was in pieces. Kael’s muscles bunched against my back.

We waited. Ten seconds. Twenty.

The noise settled back into a low hum. Just the machine. Just the building settling.

"Relax," I whispered.

"I'm relaxed," he lied.

I reassembled the weapon. The click-clack of the slide sliding into place was loud in the small room. It was a sound of finality. A period at the end of a sentence. I checked the safety. I checked the magazine. Seventeen rounds. Seventeen chances to change the future.

I placed the weapon on the floor beside me and leaned my head back, resting it against the back of Kael’s head. Our skulls touched. It was an intimate gesture, one of the few we were allowed. No hugs. No handshakes. Just this. The connection of bone and mind.

"I have been thinking," Kael said. His voice was barely audible over the rain.

"That's dangerous."

"I'm serious, brother. Listen to me."

"I'm listening."

He hesitated. I could feel the vibration of his voice in his chest, transferring through his spine to mine.

"The orders are changing," he said. "The targets are getting closer to home. Used to be we hunted insurgents. Rebels. People who wanted to burn the city down. Now... now the targets look like us. They look like people we know."

I stayed silent. He was right. Last week, our orders were to detain a logistics officer who had worked in our sector for ten years. A man who gave us extra rations when we were recruits. We dragged him out of his bed at midnight. He didn't scream. He just looked at us with sad, tired eyes.

"The circle is tightening," Kael continued. "Eventually, it will be so small that there will be no room left for anyone."

"What are you saying, Kael?"

He shifted again, turning slightly so he could speak over his shoulder, though he still didn't look at me. He looked at the shadows dancing on the wall.

"I'm saying that the day might come when the name on the paper isn't a stranger."

My heart hammered against my ribs. This was treasonous talk. If the room was bugged—and rooms were always bugged—we could be shot for this conversation alone. But I didn't stop him. I couldn't. I was thinking the same thing.

"If that day comes," Kael whispered, the words cutting through the dark like a razor.

He paused.

"If that day comes," he repeated, "and they hand you a file. And the picture inside is me."

"Kael, stop."

"No. You listen to me. If they tell you that I am a traitor. If they tell you I am a threat to the System. If they put a gun in your hand and point it at my head..."

"I won't do it," I said. "I'll turn the gun on them."

"No!" Kael’s voice hissed, sharp and urgent. "That is exactly what you will not do. Because if you turn on them, you die. And if you die, you can't fight. You can't survive. And you have to survive."

"I am not shooting you."

"You will," he insisted. "You have to promise me."

"I can't promise that."

"Promise me!" He nudged me hard with his back. "If you hesitate, they will kill us both. They will torture us first. They will peel us apart until there is nothing left but screams. I don't want to die like that. I don't want to die in a chair with wires attached to my head."

I stared at the black window. The rain looked like static.

"If you shoot me," Kael said, his voice dropping to a calm, terrifying whisper, "it will be quick. You are the best shot in the unit. You won't miss. You’ll make it clean. Instant. No pain."

I swallowed. The lump in my throat tasted like bile. "You're asking me to kill my brother to save myself."

"I am asking you to survive," he said. "Survival is the only victory we have. If one of us lives, the memory of us lives. If we
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