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"Systems that don't need people end up not wanting to know about them."

— Jonas

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Prologue
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The last thing he does before leaving the palace is sit down.

Not at the desk. Not in the chair where he signed things. He sits on the floor, back against the wall, the way he used to sit in doorways when the city was too big and he was too small and the only thing that helped was having something solid behind him.

The office is the same as it always was. The window. The view of the city he has been protecting for longer than some of the people in it have been alive. The small shelf near the door with three things on it: a photograph he rarely looks at, a radio that belonged to his father, and a notebook he has nearly filled.

He opens the notebook to the last written page.

The handwriting near the beginning is a child's — uneven, pressing too hard into the paper. The handwriting near the end is the handwriting of a man who learned to write carefully because he learned that words, once written, don't come back.

He reads the last thing he wrote.

Then he closes the notebook, gets up from the floor, and walks out.

He doesn't take the notebook with him.

He leaves it on the shelf, between the photograph and the radio.

Someone will find it. Or they won't.

Either way, the questions are already inside him. They've been there since he was twelve years old, and they're not going anywhere.
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The Street

––––––––
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One

Before

The village had a name that meant something in the old language — something about water and distance — but Sakani never learned what it meant. He was twelve years old and water was just water and distance was just how far you had to walk to reach the river.

His father fixed radios.

This was the fact about his father that Sakani understood most completely, in the way that children understand the things that are simply always true. His father's hands smelled of metal and solder. There was always a radio on the workbench — usually open, its insides arranged with the patience of someone who believed that broken things could be made to work again. The house had a sound to it that other houses didn't: the ghost of a hundred frequencies, the occasional burst of music from somewhere too far away to name.

"Everything that looks broken has a reason," his father told him once, not looking up from whatever he was working on. "Find the reason and you can fix it. Ignore the reason and you just make the same thing break again."

Sakani was nine when he heard this. He wrote it in the notebook his mother had given him — a blue notebook, the pages slightly too large for his handwriting, which was still the uncertain script of someone who was learning that letters had rules.

He filled half the notebook with questions before the soldiers came.

* * *
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They arrived on a Tuesday. Sakani remembered it was Tuesday because that was the day his mother made groundnut stew, and she had been cooking when the truck pulled up outside. He was sitting on the steps doing homework. He heard the truck before he saw it — the engine had a particular sound, slightly wrong, like something that had been repaired too many times with the wrong parts.

Three men got out. They wore uniforms that Sakani had seen before on men who came through the village sometimes, usually to take something and leave. His father had a name for these visits. He called them "collections." He said it in the flat tone of someone describing weather.

His mother came out from the kitchen. She wiped her hands on her cloth. She had a way of going very still when she needed to be careful — not frozen, just precisely controlled, the way she moved when there was something fragile nearby.

"Go inside," she said to Sakani. She didn't look at him.

He went inside. But not all the way.

From the doorway, he watched. He couldn't hear everything. He heard his father's voice — even, measured, the voice he used when he was explaining something to someone who didn't understand it yet. He heard one of the soldiers say something that made the other two laugh. He heard his mother make a sound he had never heard her make before.

Then he heard nothing for a while.

When he came back out, the truck was gone.

His mother
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