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    To the children of the aftermath,who build bridges out of the stones we threw at one another.
And to those who know that an open handis always stronger than a fist.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "They shall beat their swords into plowshares,and their spears into pruning hooks;nation shall not lift up sword against nation,neither shall they learn war any more."
— Isaiah 2:4
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PART ONE: THE VANISHING

Chapter 1: The Weight of Empty Hands
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The sun over the city of Oryn did not care about the war. It burned the same way it had for a thousand years, turning the broken streets into lanes of white heat and dust.

Kiran adjusted the strap of his water bag. It was heavy, digging into his shoulder, but the pain was a familiar friend. In Oryn, if you felt pain, you were still alive. At seventeen, Kiran had known only two seasons: the season of shelling, and the season of waiting for the shelling to start again.

He kept his head down. This was the first rule of survival. Eye contact was dangerous. To look a soldier in the eye was to challenge him, and to challenge a soldier was to invite death.

Kiran walked close to the ruined walls of the old library. The building had lost its roof three years ago, its books turned to ash, but the stone walls still offered a thin strip of shade. He needed to get to the southern zone, deliver the water to his sister, Zoya, and return before the curfew siren screamed across the rooftops.

Ahead, the checkpoint loomed like a scar across the road.

It was a fortress of sandbags and concrete blocks, manned by the Grey Guard. They were men from the north, speaking a language that sounded like stones grinding together. They wore heavy armor and held black rifles that always looked shiny, even in the dust.

Kiran’s heart began its usual rhythm of fear. Thump. Thump. Thump.

He slowed his pace but did not stop. Stopping was suspicious. Running was fatal. He had to walk with the steady, invisible rhythm of someone who did not matter.

"Halt," a voice barked.

It was not a request.

Kiran stopped instantly. He looked at his worn boots. He saw the boots of the soldier approach—heavy, black, caked with dry mud.

"Look up," the soldier commanded.

Kiran raised his chin slowly. The soldier was older, perhaps forty, with a face lined by wind and exhaustion. He held his rifle across his chest, his finger resting near the trigger. This was Captain Rald. Kiran knew him by the scar on his jaw, a white line running into his grey beard. Rald was not cruel, but he was efficient. He did his job, and his job was to control the people of Oryn.

"Water?" Rald asked, nodding at the bag.

"Yes, sir. For my family," Kiran said. His voice was steady, practiced.

"Check it."

Kiran swung the bag off his shoulder. He opened the cap and poured a little onto the hot asphalt. The water sizzled, leaving a dark, wet mark that began to dry immediately.

"Drink it," Rald ordered.

Kiran lifted the bag and took a sip. The water was warm and tasted of plastic, but it was clean. He swallowed and wiped his mouth.

"Pass," Rald said, waving his hand.

But before Kiran could move, a low hum began.

It was not a sound, exactly. It was more like a vibration, a shiver that ran through the ground and up through the soles of Kiran’s boots. He thought it might be an earthquake. The city had suffered them before. Or perhaps a new type of heavy tank approaching from the main road.

But the ground did not shake. The air did.

The vibration grew louder, a pitch so high it was felt in the teeth rather than heard in the ears. The birds, usually scarce in the city, suddenly took flight from the ruins, a chaotic cloud of black wings screaming into the pale sky.

"What is that?" Rald shouted, looking around. He gripped his rifle tighter, raising it to a ready position. "Stay where you are!"

The other soldiers at the checkpoint scrambled, taking cover behind the sandbags. They pointed their weapons at the empty street, searching for an enemy.

Kiran stood frozen. He wanted to run, but his legs felt heavy, as if the gravity of the earth had suddenly increased.

Then, the sound stopped.

It vanished as quickly as it had arrived, leaving a silence so absolute it felt like a physical weight. The wind stopped blowing. The distant noise of the city markets ceased.

And then, the metal began to change.

Kiran was looking at Captain Rald’s rifle. One moment, it was a machine of black steel, solid and lethal. The next, the edges began to blur. It looked like the metal was sweating. A grey, fine powder began to flake off the barrel, drifting down like snow.

"What..." Rald looked down at his weapon.

The transformation accelerated. The solid steel lost its form. It did not melt like ice; it disintegrated. It turned into dry, grey dust.

The barrel of the rifle collapsed. The body of the gun fell apart in Rald’s hands, pouring through his fingers like sand in an hourglass. The ammunition clips on his vest dissolved, leaving dark stains on the fabric before falling away as powder.

"My gun!" one of the younger soldiers screamed from behind the sandbags.

Kiran watched in shock as the heavy machine gun mounted on the concrete block simply ceased to exist. It collapsed into a pile of metallic flour, the wind catching the top layer and blowing it gently across the road.

Rald stared at his empty hands. His palms were coated in grey dust. He clapped them together, instinctively trying to brush it off, and a cloud of iron particles puffed into the air.

He looked naked. Without the weapon, the armor he wore looked ridiculous, a shell for a creature that no longer had teeth.

Kiran looked down at his own belt. He carried a small knife, folded and hidden in his pocket for protection. He reached for it.

His pocket was full of grit. He pulled his hand out. His fingers were covered in the same grey dust. The knife was gone.

Panic erupted at the checkpoint. The soldiers were shouting, checking their sidearms, their knives, even the buckles on their belts. Every piece of weaponry—anything designed to kill or cut—had dissolved.

The metal of the tank parked fifty meters away groaned. It was a massive beast of war, the terror of the streets. But now, its main cannon drooped. The long barrel cracked in the middle, turning to powder, and fell to the street with a soft whump. The armor plating stripped away in sheets of dust, revealing the confused crew inside, who scrambled out coughing and waving the grey cloud away from their faces.

"It’s an attack!" Rald yelled, his voice cracking. "They’ve used a chemical weapon! Masks! Masks on!"

He fumbled for the gas mask at his hip. But the canister, too, had crumbled.

Kiran stood in the middle of the road. He breathed in. The air tasted metallic, sharp like old blood, but also strangely clean. He waited for the burning in his lungs, the sign of poison gas. It did not come.

He looked at his hands. They were empty.

He looked at Rald. The Captain was standing with his fists clenched, staring at the pile of grey dust that used to be his authority.

For the first time in his life, Kiran did not feel small.

The silence returned. The soldiers stopped shouting, realizing they were not choking. They stood amidst the piles of grey dust, looking at each other with wide, terrified eyes. They were no longer the Grey Guard. They were just men in dirty clothes, standing in the sun.

Kiran took a step forward.

"Stay back!" Rald shouted. He raised a hand, forming a fist. "I said stay back!"

But the threat was hollow. A fist was just a hand that had forgotten how to hold.

Kiran took another step. He could see the fear in Rald’s eyes. It was a mirror of the fear Kiran had felt every day for ten years. The roles had not exactly reversed, but the wall between them had fallen.

"It’s gone," Kiran whispered. The words felt strange in his mouth.

"What did you do?" Rald accused him, stepping back. "What is this trick?"

"It’s not me," Kiran said, his voice gaining strength. He looked up at the sky. It was blue, vast, and indifferent. "It’s everywhere."

He didn't know how he knew, but he felt it. The tension that had gripped the city, the tight coil of violence that held Oryn together, had snapped.

Behind the checkpoint, civilians began to emerge from their homes. A woman carrying a basket of laundry stopped and stared at the rusting remains of the tank. An old man with a cane hobbled closer, squinting at the soldiers who were frantically trying to radio for help—but their radios, intricate boxes of metal and wire, seemed to have survived, though they offered only static.

"Command is down," a soldier said, tapping his headset. "I can't reach the base. Just static."

Rald looked at Kiran. The Captain’s face was pale beneath the grime. He looked at the water bag on Kiran’s shoulder.

"Go," Rald said. His voice was quiet. It wasn't an order anymore. It was a dismissal born of confusion. He didn't want a witness to his powerlessness.

Kiran nodded. He didn't bow. He didn't look down. He adjusted his strap and walked past the sandbags.

He walked right through the middle of the checkpoint. He stepped over the pile of grey dust that had been the heavy machine gun. He walked past the tank that was now just a skeleton of safe metals and plastic seats.

As he moved deeper into the southern zone, the scene repeated itself.

He saw two young fighters from the resistance movement standing on a street corner. They were usually draped in ammunition belts and carrying assault rifles. Now, they stood shouting at each other, their hands covered in grey smudge, kicking at piles of dust on the cobblestones.

He saw a police van, its barred windows intact, but the shotguns that usually hung in the rack visible through the windshield were gone.

The city was waking up.

Doors opened. Windows unlatched. People stepped out, tentatively at first, like animals emerging after a storm. They saw the soldiers with empty holsters. They saw the tanks settling into piles of rust-colored dirt.

A sound began to rise. It wasn't the sound of sirens or screams. It was the sound of voices. Thousands of voices asking the same question in a hundred different ways.

What happened? Is it over? Are we safe?

Kiran reached the apartment block where Zoya lived. The front door, usually locked and guarded by a neighbor with a shotgun, was wide open. The neighbor sat on the steps, staring at a pile of dust between his feet.

Kiran ran up the stairs, two at a time. The water bag bounced against his back, but he didn't feel the weight. He felt light. He felt like he could float.

He burst into the small apartment on the fourth floor.

"Zoya!" he called out.

His sister was standing by the window. She was twenty, three years older than him, and she had the tired eyes of someone who had become a mother to her brother too young. She turned, her face pale.

"Kiran," she gasped. "Did you see it? The kitchen knife... I was cutting bread, and it just... it turned to sand."

She held up her hands. They were dusted with grey.

"I saw," Kiran said, breathless. He dropped the water bag on the table. "I saw the soldiers. Their guns are gone, Zoya. All of them."

Zoya looked out the window again. From this height, they could see the main plaza of Oryn.

Usually, the plaza was empty, controlled by the snipers on the rooftops. No one crossed the center.

But now, people were walking into the light.

One by one, then in groups. They walked into the center of the square. They looked up at the rooftops where the snipers used to be. They saw figures standing there, leaning over the parapets, hands empty, looking down in bewilderment.

"They can't shoot us," Kiran said, coming to stand beside her. The realization washed over him like a cold wave, followed by a rush of heat. "They can't shoot us anymore."

Zoya grabbed his hand. Her grip was tight. "But what will they do instead?" she asked.

Her question hung in the air, heavy and sharp.

Kiran looked at the plaza. The people were cheering now. Some were crying. A group of children ran into the open space, chasing a ball. It was a scene of impossible joy.

But Kiran looked at the soldiers near the edges of the square. They were regrouping. They were tall, strong men. Even without guns, they were heavy. They had fists. They had boots. They had the training of violence.

Rald’s face flashed in his memory—the confusion, yes, but also the anger. The humiliation.

"I don't know," Kiran answered softly. "But the silence... do you hear it?"

Zoya listened. "It's quiet."

"No explosions," Kiran said. "No gunfire."

He looked at his own hands again. The grey dust was settling into the lines of his palms. It shimmered in the afternoon light. It was iron. It was the stuff of stars and blood, returned to its basic form.

"We have to go down," Kiran said suddenly.

"Why?" Zoya asked. "It's chaotic."

"Because the world just changed," Kiran said, feeling a strange new pulse in his chest. It wasn't fear. It was something dangerous, something he hadn't felt in years. Hope. "And I want to see what a world without monsters looks like."

"The monsters are still there, Kiran," Zoya warned, pulling him back slightly. "They just lost their teeth."

"Then maybe we can teach them to be men again," Kiran said, though he didn't quite believe it himself.

He turned to the door.

"Wait," Zoya said. She went to the cupboard and took out a loaf of bread. She broke it in half. "If we go, we go together. And we don't go with empty hands."

She handed him a piece of bread.

Kiran took it. It was soft and smelled of yeast. It felt more substantial than any weapon he had ever held.

They walked out of the apartment, down the stairs, and into the blinding light of the new afternoon. The streets of Oryn were filling up, a river of people flowing over the banks of their fear.

But as Kiran stepped onto the pavement, he saw Captain Rald again.

The Captain was standing by his jeep. He was holding a large metal wrench—a tool for fixing engines, simple and heavy. It had not vanished. It was not a weapon of war, just a tool. But Rald was gripping it like a club. He was striking it against his palm, his eyes scanning the crowd, calculating, adapting.

Kiran stopped. The joy in his chest cooled.

The guns were gone. The tanks were rust. But the anger remained.

The world had forgotten how to kill with fire, Kiran realized. Now, it would have to decide if it wanted to learn how to live in peace, or if it would simply find a new way to break bones.

He took a bite of the bread. He swallowed the dry lump in his throat.

"Stay close," he whispered to Zoya.

And together, they walked into the silent, terrifying crowd.
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Chapter 2: A Sky Too Quiet
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The silence was not empty. It was heavy.

For as long as Kiran could remember, the sky over Oryn had been a crowded place. It was the domain of drones, buzzing like angry wasps. It was the highway for fighter jets that tore the air apart, leaving white scars of smoke. It was where the mortars whistled before they landed.

But now, the sky was just... sky.

It was a pale, endless blue, stretching over the rooftops like a clean sheet. There were no white trails. No black specks of surveillance. Just the sun, moving slowly toward the horizon, and a few clouds that drifted without fear.

Kiran walked close to Zoya. Their shoulders touched. It was a habit from the days of the shelling—stay close so you can pull each other down. But today, it felt different. It was a tether to keep them from floating away in this strange, weightless afternoon.

The streets were changing by the minute.

At first, people had stayed in their doorways, peeking out like mice. But as the sun lowered, the initial shock turned into a frantic, nervous curiosity. The city of Oryn was pouring itself onto the pavement.

"Don't step in it," Zoya whispered, pulling Kiran’s arm.

She pointed to a pile of grey dust near the gutter. It was shaped like a long, thin rectangle.

"That was a rifle," Kiran said. He recognized the shape of where a guard usually stood.

The dust was everywhere. It wasn't like the dirt of the ruins, which was gritty and brown. This dust was silver-grey, shimmering slightly. It coated the cobblestones. It lay in small drifts on window ledges. It looked like the city had been caught in a storm of metallic snow.

A group of children were gathered around a rusted jeep. The vehicle’s frame was still there, but the mounted gun was gone, replaced by a mound of the grey powder. One of the boys, a small kid with no shoes, reached out and grabbed a handful of the dust.

"Stop!" a woman screamed from a balcony. "It’s poison!"

The boy froze. He looked at his hand. He let the dust slip through his fingers. It fell soft and silent. He wiped his palm on his shorts and looked up, confused. Nothing happened. His hand did not burn. He did not cough.

He laughed. It was a high, sharp sound that cut through the murmurs of the crowd. He scooped up another handful and threw it into the air. The grey cloud puffed up, glittering in the sunlight.

"It’s not poison," Kiran said quietly. "It’s just... dead metal."

They kept moving. They needed to cross the Market District to get to the main square. Zoya wanted to see if the news screens were working. She needed to know if this was just Oryn, or if the whole world had broken.

As they entered the market, the smell hit them. Not the smell of cordite or sewage, which usually hung over the city, but the smell of spices, rotting fruit, and unwashed bodies. Without the sharp scent of explosives to mask it, the city smelled human.

The stalls were half-empty, but the mood was electric. People were shouting, arguing, hugging.

"They say the General is hiding!" a man with a bandage around his head was yelling to anyone who would listen. "They say his pistol turned to sand in his holster!"

"It’s a trick," a woman argued, clutching her bag tight. "The Grey Guard is regrouping. They will come back with knives. They will come back with sticks."

Kiran looked at Zoya. Her face was set in a hard line. She was listening to everything, cataloging the danger.

"She’s right," Zoya murmured. "Look."

Ahead of them, a military truck was trying to push through the crowd. The horn blared—a long, aggressive note that made people jump.

The truck was intact. The engine roared. The tires were thick rubber. The metal of the chassis was simple steel, not the complex alloy of weapons, so it had survived.

In the back of the truck, ten soldiers stood. They were Grey Guard. Yesterday, they would have been terrifying figures, clad in body armor, holding automatic weapons that could cut a crowd in half in seconds.

Today, they looked like construction workers in expensive costumes.

Their hands were empty. Their belts hung loose where holsters used to be. Their eyes darted around, wide and white in their dirty faces. They screamed at the crowd, but their voices lacked the mechanical amplification of authority.

"Clear the way!" one soldier shouted, banging his fist on the side of the truck. "Move! Or we run you over!"

The threat was real. A truck was still a weapon if you drove it fast enough.

The crowd parted, but slowly. There was a new sluggishness in their obedience. People stared at the soldiers. They looked at the empty hands. They looked at the fear in the soldiers' eyes.

Kiran felt a surge of something hot in his stomach. It was dangerous to feel this way. It was the feeling of a prisoner who realizes the cell door is unlocked.

"They are scared," Kiran whispered.

"Good," Zoya said. "Fear makes them careless."

The truck lurched forward, engines grinding. It clipped a wooden stall, sending a crate of apples tumbling into the street. The red fruit rolled into the gutter, mixing with the grey dust of the vanished guns.

"Hey!" the stall owner shouted. He was a big man, a butcher named Hovan. He stepped out, a heavy cleaver in his hand.

Kiran stopped. The crowd held its breath.

The cleaver had not vanished. It was a tool for food, simple iron and wood. It was not a weapon of war.

The soldiers on the truck froze. They looked at the butcher. They looked at the heavy blade in his hand. Then they looked at their own empty palms.

"You pay for that!" Hovan roared, pointing the cleaver at the driver.

The driver revved the engine, panic flashing on his face. "Get back! By order of the Governor—"

"The Governor has no guns!" someone shouted from the back of the crowd.

Laughter rippled through the street. It was a nervous, jagged sound, but it grew.

The soldier in the back of the truck, the one who had banged on the side, reached down and grabbed a long metal pole from the floor of the vehicle. It was a jack handle. He brandished it like a club.

"Back!" he screamed. "I’ll break your skulls!"

Hovan the butcher didn't move. He stood his ground, the cleaver lowered but visible. "You broke our city," he said, his voice deep and rumbling. "Now you break my apples?"

The truck engine roared again, and the driver slammed his foot on the gas. The vehicle surged forward, forcing people to dive out of the way. Hovan stepped back just in time, cursing. The truck sped off down the street, trailing black exhaust smoke.

They fled.

The soldiers had fled.

The realization swept through the market like a wind. A cheer went up—ragged at first, then louder. People started picking up the apples, wiping them off, and handing them back to Hovan.

Kiran looked at the ground where the truck had been. The tire tracks were cut through the grey dust.

"It’s starting," Zoya said. Her voice was tight. "The rules are gone, Kiran. Now it’s just strength. Whoever has the biggest stick."

"But they ran," Kiran insisted. "They ran from a butcher."

"Today they ran," Zoya said. "Tomorrow they will come back with bats and stones. Violence doesn't need gunpowder, Kiran. It only needs hate."

She was right, of course. But Kiran couldn't suppress the feeling of lightness in his chest. For the first time, the equation was different.

They reached the main square as the sun began to dip below the horizon. The sky turned a bruised purple.

The giant screens on the government building were flickering. Usually, they played propaganda loops—videos of the Governor shaking hands, footage of the Grey Guard marching in perfect unison, lists of the "enemies of the state."

Now, the screens were showing a news feed from the capital.

The sound was low, but hundreds of people were gathered, straining to hear. Kiran and Zoya pushed their way to the front.

The image on the screen was chaotic. It showed the Great Hall of Nations. Men in suits were shouting. Papers were flying.

A reporter appeared on screen. She looked terrified. Her hair was messy, and she kept looking off-camera.

"...reports coming in from every continent," she was saying. "It appears to be simultaneous. At 14:00 hours local time, all combustion-based firearms, explosive compounds, and fissile materials... dissolved."

The crowd in the square gasped.

"Nuclear silos are empty," the reporter continued, her voice trembling. "Naval fleets are reporting that their cannons have disintegrated. We have no explanation. Scientists are calling it
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