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CHAPTER ONE
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The Last Good Morning

The eggs were wrong.

Daniel Killian stood at the stove in the kitchen of a house he'd bought twelve years ago with money from a career that no longer existed and stared at two eggs that had broken in the pan at the same time, their yolks merging into a single yellow eye that looked back at him from the cast iron with the blank indifference of something that didn't know it was about to be eaten. He'd meant to make them over easy. Sora liked over easy. Kenji didn't care, Kenji ate whatever was put in front of him with the mechanical efficiency of a boy who'd been training since he could walk, but Sora had preferences, Sora had opinions about egg preparation, and the one thing Daniel could still control on a Tuesday morning in Pegram, Tennessee, in the fourteenth month of a silence that had swallowed his wife, was whether his twelve-year-old's eggs were cooked the way he liked them.

He cracked two more. Separated them into the pan with the practiced motion of a man who made breakfast every morning because routine was the architecture of sanity and he was an architect by trade, or had been, before the trade changed and the architecture with it.

Through the kitchen window, the Tennessee hardwoods stood in their early green, the kind of green that only lasted two weeks in April before deepening into the heavy emerald of summer. Beyond the tree line, the Harpeth River was audible if you stood still long enough. Daniel had stood still enough, many times, listening to a sound that predated everything—-the regime, the checkpoints, the drones that passed overhead along the river corridor at irregular intervals like mechanical herons following a current only they could see. The river didn't care about any of it. The river had been carving limestone for ten thousand years and would be carving it long after the men in black SUVs and their enforcement badges were sediment.

Six acres. That's what he owned. Six acres of wooded Tennessee hillside in Cheatham County, twenty-five miles west of a city that used to call itself Music City and now called itself Regional Command Center Seven, though nobody who lived here used that name, not even the ones who'd voted for the people who'd renamed it. The property sat at the end of a gravel drive off a road that connected to Highway 70, which ran east through Kingston Springs and into the Nashville basin. His nearest neighbor's house—-a quarter mile down through the trees—-had been seized eight months ago. The windows were boarded. The family, the Okafor family, three kids and a grandmother who made banana bread that she'd bring over in a foil pan whenever Daniel's boys had a tournament, had been loaded into a van on a Wednesday afternoon. Daniel had watched from his workshop. He hadn't done anything. There was nothing to do. That was what the regime had perfected: the manufacture of nothing-to-do, the industrialization of helplessness, the sense that the machine was too large and you were too small and the best you could hope for was that it didn't notice you.

Daniel had spent a long time not being noticed.

A rhythmic creaking came from the doorway between the kitchen and the living room. Kenji, fifteen, was doing pull-ups on a bar he'd mounted there himself with lag bolts and a level he'd borrowed from the workshop. Up, hold, down. Up, hold, down. His breathing was controlled, almost silent, the product of ten years of training at a gym in Bellevue run by an aging Korean instructor named Mr. Park who had never once called any student by their first name and who drilled breathing technique with the same intensity other coaches drilled combinations. Kenji's hands were chalked. His forearms corded. He moved through the repetitions with the unhurried precision of someone who understood that discipline was not a performance but a practice, and that the practice did not stop because the world outside the doorframe had gone insane.

At the kitchen table, Sora, twelve, was reading a graphic novel—-volume fourteen of something involving mechs and a girl with a sword—-while eating cereal with his left hand in a manner that distributed roughly equal quantities of milk onto the page and into his mouth. His feet didn't touch the floor. He'd inherited his mother's frame, narrow and precise, and his mother's eyes, and his mother's habit of disappearing so completely into a story that the physical world became optional. Daniel watched him turn a page with milk-damp fingers and felt the thing he felt every morning, the thing that sat beneath his sternum like a stone that was also somehow warm: the simultaneous awareness that these boys were everything he had and that everything he had could be taken in ninety seconds on a two-lane road.

The television was on. It was always on because Sora turned it on when he woke up, the way children did before the regime and would apparently continue to do after it, some habits being more durable than democracy. The screen showed Troy Mercer's face, handsome in the professionally lit, surgically enhanced way that all regime media figures were handsome, a handsomeness that had been optimized for trustworthiness the way a login page is optimized for conversion. Mercer was hosting the morning segment of Strong Families, Strong Nation, the regime's flagship broadcast, which aired from the studio complex they'd built on what used to be the Ryman Auditorium's parking lot. Today's topic was the Family Purity and National Identity Act's second anniversary. There would be cake.

Daniel picked up the remote and changed the channel to a nature documentary about octopi. Sora didn't look up. Kenji, between pull-ups, glanced at the screen, then at his father, then back at the bar. The glance contained a full sentence: I know why you changed it, and I know you know I know.

"Breakfast," Daniel said.

Kenji dropped from the bar, wiped his hands on his shorts, and sat at the table across from his brother. Daniel set plates in front of them. Two eggs over easy for Sora. Two scrambled for Kenji. Toast. Orange juice from a jug that cost eleven dollars now because the Florida supply chain had been "restructured" under the Agricultural Sovereignty Initiative, which meant that someone in a boardroom had found a way to monetize citrus as a loyalty commodity. Daniel poured himself coffee and stood against the counter.

On the counter, next to the coffee maker, was a photograph in a simple wooden frame. Yuki. His wife. She was laughing in the photo, caught mid-turn by a camera she hadn't known was pointed at her, her hair lifting off her shoulder, her eyes squinted nearly shut with the force of whatever had been funny. It had been taken at Percy Warner Park three years ago. Kenji had taken it. It was the last photograph anyone had taken of her.

Nobody mentioned the photo. The absence of mention was its own ritual, as practiced and precise as Kenji's pull-ups. The photo existed. Yuki existed. The silence around both was structural, load-bearing, and Daniel understood with the clarity of a man who thought in systems that if he removed that silence—-if he said her name at breakfast, if he told the boys what he checked every night on his phone, the locked message thread that had gone fourteen months without a response—-the structure would crack, and what would pour through the crack was something none of them could afford. Not yet. Not while they were still inside the machine.

• • •
[image: ]


The drive to Bellevue took twenty-five minutes on Highway 70 if the checkpoint at Kingston Springs was moving.

Daniel loaded the boys into a 2019 Toyota Tacoma that he'd maintained himself because he maintained everything himself, because self-sufficiency was not a lifestyle in Pegram but a survival strategy, and because the nearest mechanic who hadn't been conscripted into the regime's vehicle maintenance corps was forty minutes away. The truck started clean. He backed down the gravel drive, past the workshop—-a detached building fifty yards from the house, its door secured with a Medeco padlock, its windows covered with plywood from the inside—-and turned east onto the road.

The workshop. He didn't look at it as they passed, but he was aware of it the way you're aware of a loaded gun in a house with children: constantly, peripherally, with the knowledge that the object's purpose could change depending on who held it and why. Inside that building, arranged on steel shelving and workbenches he'd built himself, was the infrastructure of his former career: server racks, networking switches, monitoring displays, antenna components, a soldering station, boxes of cables and connectors, an RFID reader he'd kept from a pentest engagement in 2021, reference manuals, printed vulnerability databases. The tools of a penetration tester. Fifteen years of learning how systems break, cataloged and organized in a building that smelled like solder flux and coffee and the particular ozone scent of electronics running in an enclosed space.

None of it had been powered on in months. The workshop was an archive. A museum of a career that the regime had rendered obsolete when it nationalized the tech sector and absorbed the managed services providers into the state's digital infrastructure. Daniel's old employer, a mid-sized MSP out of Nashville, had been dissolved. His clearances revoked. His certifications meaningless. He was, on paper, a retired IT consultant living on savings and the diminishing returns of a property tax payment plan that the county hadn't yet found a reason to revoke.

On paper. Everything important in Daniel's life existed in the space between what paper said and what was true.

Highway 70 ran east through the Harpeth River valley, the road rising and falling with the terrain in a rhythm that Daniel's body knew without thinking. Sora had his graphic novel open in the back seat. Kenji sat in the passenger seat, watching the road with the alertness that was simply how he existed in the world, a fifteen-year-old who scanned sight lines the way other teenagers scrolled their phones.

The Kingston Springs checkpoint appeared around a bend—-four concrete barriers narrowing two lanes to one, a prefabricated guard booth with the regime's eagle-and-shield insignia, and two men in tactical vests carrying sidearms and handheld ID scanners. A drone sat on a charging pad behind the booth, its rotors still.

Daniel slowed. Rolled down his window. Handed over his ID card without being asked. The routine was the routine. You presented identification, you looked straight ahead, you did not make conversation, you did not ask questions, and you absolutely did not say anything about the fact that six months ago this had been an unobstructed stretch of Tennessee highway where the biggest hazard was a deer at dusk.

The guard—-young, bored, a patchy beard that suggested he'd been told to grow one by someone who thought it looked authoritative—-scanned the card. The scanner beeped green. The guard handed it back without making eye contact.

"Go ahead."

Daniel drove through. In the passenger seat, Kenji stared at the guard as they passed. His jaw was set. His hands were flat on his thighs. Daniel recognized the posture because it was his own posture—-the stillness of a person cataloging information he didn't yet have a use for.

In the back seat, Sora looked at the floor.

• • •
[image: ]


The gym was on a side street in Bellevue, in a strip mall between a shuttered Subway franchise and a vape shop that might or might not have been a front for something. The sign read PARK'S MARTIAL ARTS in faded letters on a board that Mr. Park had never bothered to update because Mr. Park did not believe in marketing, he believed in training, and if your training was good enough people would find you and if it wasn't no sign would help.

Mr. Park was sixty-eight years old. He had been teaching martial arts in Nashville for thirty-one years, first from a rented room in a community center, then from this strip mall space he'd leased in 2004 with money he'd saved from a decade of seven-day weeks. He taught jiu-jitsu, muay thai, and wrestling. He did not teach self-defense. Self-defense was for people who wanted to feel safe. Mr. Park taught fighting, which was for people who wanted to be capable, and the distinction was not semantic.

Daniel walked the boys to the door. Kenji and Sora bowed before entering, a habit so ingrained it was autonomic. Through the glass, Daniel could see the mats, the heavy bags, the mirrored wall, and Mr. Park standing in the center of the room with his arms folded, watching his students arrive with the expression of a man who had seen ten thousand first days and was not yet impressed.

Kenji moved onto the mat with the fluid economy of someone who belonged there. Sora followed a half-step behind, smaller, lighter, but with a looseness in his hips and shoulders that Mr. Park had once described to Daniel as "water." "Your older son is fire," Mr. Park had said. "Your younger son is water. Fire is impressive. Water wins."

Daniel stood outside the glass for a moment, watching them warm up. Kenji shadowboxed with mechanical precision. Sora stretched in a way that managed to be both diligent and performative, sneaking looks at an older girl across the mat. Daniel felt the stone beneath his sternum shift. They were good boys. They were strong boys. They were boys who had been shaped by a father who understood systems and a mother who understood people and the combination had produced two kids who could read a room and survive inside it. That was the best Daniel could give them. Not safety—-safety was a fiction now—-but capability. The ability to adapt, assess, and endure.

He went back to the truck.

• • •
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He sat in the parking lot with the engine off and the windows down. The Bellevue air smelled like asphalt and fast food grease and the faint chemical sweetness of the vape shop's open door. A normal American smell. The kind of smell that hadn't changed even as everything around it had.

He took out his phone.

The message thread was still there. It was always still there. Yuki's name at the top, with a photograph too small to see clearly but large enough to recognize the shape of her face. The last message was his, sent fourteen months and nine days ago:

Please let me know you're okay.

Below it: nothing. The white space of a conversation that had ended without ending. No read receipt. No typing indicator. No delivered confirmation. Just the message, sitting in digital silence, addressed to a woman who had been removed from his house, from his country, from every system that might have told him whether she was alive, by men with badges who had cited the Racial Purity and Family Integrity Provision of the Family Purity and National Identity Act, a piece of legislation whose name was so long and so deliberately bureaucratic that by the time you finished reading it the thing it described—-the deportation of his wife from the country where she'd been born—-had been sanitized into procedure.

Yuki Tanaka. Born in Sacramento. Raised in Sacramento. Nursing degree from Sacramento State. ER nurse at Vanderbilt University Medical Center when Daniel met her, working a twelve-hour shift while he ran cable in the server room one floor below. She'd been American by every definition that had ever mattered, until the regime decided that some definitions mattered more than others and that the shape of her eyes and the origin of her surname were sufficient grounds for reclassification.

Daniel looked at the message. He did this every day. He sat in parking lots, in the truck, on the front porch, in the workshop, and he looked at this screen the way some men look at photographs of the dead—-not because they expect the dead to look back, but because the act of looking is the last thread of a thing that used to be real, and letting go of the thread is letting go of the thing, and he could not let go of the thing.

He put the phone down. Placed it face-down on the passenger seat. Looked through the windshield at the strip mall, at the closed Subway, at the vape shop, at the gym where his sons were learning how to fight in a country that had already decided they were less than whole because their mother's blood was the wrong kind.

He sat there for forty-five minutes. He did not turn the radio on. He did not check email. He sat and he waited, because that was what Daniel Killian did: he waited, and he watched, and he kept the architecture of his life standing through the pure structural discipline of showing up, every morning, to make eggs that were cooked right and to drive his boys to a gym and to sit in a parking lot checking a phone that never rang.

That was the design. That was the system. It held because he held it.

• • •
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The drive home took a detour through Pegram's only remaining commercial zone: a post office, a hardware store that had been there since the 1960s, and Ray's Market, the last operating grocery in a town of two thousand people. The Kroger in Kingston Springs had closed. The Walmart in Dickson required passing through two checkpoints. Ray's was what remained.

Daniel parked and went in while the boys stayed in the truck, Kenji scrolling through a cached martial arts forum on a tablet that hadn't connected to the internet in months, Sora still reading. The store was half-stocked. The produce section was a suggestion. Milk was eight dollars. The orange juice was eleven. Ray Pickett, who had owned the store since 2003 and who looked like he'd aged a decade in the last two years, nodded at Daniel from behind the register.

"Morning, Dan."

"Morning, Ray."

That was the extent of their conversation, as it was every Tuesday and Friday. In Pegram, in the regime's Tennessee, you did not linger in conversations with neighbors because conversations could be overheard and overheard conversations could be reported and reported conversations could bring the kind of attention that arrived in black SUVs on two-lane roads. You nodded. You paid. You went home.

Daniel loaded the groceries into the truck. He drove west. He passed the checkpoint at Kingston Springs again—-scanned, beeped, waved through, Kenji staring, Sora looking at the floor. He turned onto the gravel drive. He passed the workshop. He parked.

The boys went inside. Sora resumed his position at the kitchen table as though he'd never left it. Kenji went to the pull-up bar. Daniel put the groceries away. Milk in the fridge. Bread on the counter. Orange juice next to the coffee maker, next to the photograph of a woman who was laughing and who was gone.

He stood at the window. The hardwoods. The sound of the river. A drone passed overhead, following the Harpeth corridor south, its hum so routine now that Sora didn't look up and Kenji didn't flinch and Daniel registered it only as data—-altitude, heading, speed, type—-the involuntary inventory of a man who had been trained to assess systems and who could not stop assessing them even when the system was the sky above his house.

Everything was normal. The eggs had been cooked. The boys had trained. The groceries were bought. The checkpoint was passed. The phone was checked. The wife was absent. The neighbor's house was dark. The drone was overhead. The workshop was locked.

Everything was normal, and everything was fragile, and Daniel Killian stood at his kitchen window on six acres in Pegram, Tennessee, on the last Tuesday morning when standing at a kitchen window would be something he could do, and he did not know it was the last one, because that is how last things work: they don't announce themselves. They just end. And then you spend the rest of your life trying to remember what the eggs looked like, and whether your son's feet touched the floor, and what the river sounded like when you still had a home to hear it from.

Outside, the Harpeth ran on. The trees held. The silence was the silence of a place that had not yet been broken.

Not yet.
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CHAPTER TWO
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The Abduction

Kenji came out of the gym grinning.

It was a rare thing, that grin. Kenji's face at rest was his father's face—-still, observant, arranged around cheekbones that could have been his mother's but were set in an expression that was entirely Daniel's: the neutral assessment of a person calculating variables. But when he smiled, when something cracked through the architecture, it was Yuki's smile—-sudden, full, the kind of smile that rearranged the whole face and made you understand that behind the stillness there was a boy who still felt joy, who hadn't yet been ground down into the permanent wariness that the regime installed in everyone it touched.

He was grinning because he'd caught Sora.

"He didn't catch me," Sora said, climbing into the back seat with the sweaty, disheveled indignation of a twelve-year-old whose version of events was already diverging from reality. "I almost had the armbar. I was right there."

"You were right there," Kenji agreed, dropping into the passenger seat. "Right there, tapping."

"I did not tap. I was adjusting."

"Adjusting into a tap."

"Dad." Sora leaned forward between the seats. His hair was plastered to his forehead. His gi was dark with sweat. He smelled like the mats and the particular mineral scent of a room where people have been hitting each other for decades. "Tell him. I almost had it. Mr. Park even said my hip escape was—-"

"Mr. Park," Daniel said, pulling out of the strip mall lot, "does not compliment."

"He said 'adequate.' That's a compliment from Mr. Park."

Kenji snorted. Sora punched his brother's shoulder from the back seat, a punch that was technically sound because even Sora's casual violence had been educated by ten thousand hours on the mats. Kenji absorbed it without reaction. Daniel watched them in the rearview mirror and did not tell them to stop because this was the sound—-this bickering, this breathless post-training arguing, this ordinary brother noise—-that the house in Pegram needed. The house was too quiet when they were gone. Six acres of silence and a workshop full of dead machines and a photograph on the counter and a river that didn't care. When the boys were in the truck, when they were arguing about armbars and calling each other names with the casual cruelty and bottomless love that only siblings could manage, the silence retreated. The architecture held.

Daniel turned west onto Highway 70.

The afternoon had settled into that particular middle-Tennessee stillness where the heat and the humidity conspire to slow time itself, the air thick and gold and carrying the smell of warming asphalt and honeysuckle from the ditches. Daniel drove with the window down. The road climbed out of the Nashville basin into the hills, the terrain folding into ridges and hollows that had hidden moonshiners and rebels and outlaws for two hundred years. The trees pressed close on both sides—-oaks, tulip poplars, red maples—-their canopies joining overhead in places to form a tunnel of green that the road passed through like a thread through a needle.

Three miles past Kingston Springs, the road entered a stretch Daniel had driven so many times he could have drawn its curves from memory. Two lanes. No shoulder. Dense woods on both sides dropping steeply toward the Harpeth River below. No houses visible from the road. No turnoffs for a quarter mile in either direction. It was the kind of road that existed all over rural Tennessee—-the kind of road where you could drive for five minutes without seeing another vehicle, where the only sounds were the engine and the wind and the birds and the river somewhere below, invisible but present, always present.

Sora was telling Kenji about a technique he'd seen in a video before the regime restricted streaming access, something about a wrestling shot that transitioned into a guillotine, and Kenji was explaining with patronizing patience why that technique wouldn't work against someone who actually knew how to sprawl, and Daniel was half-listening, the way parents half-listen when their children are filling the car with the comfortable static of being young and alive and not yet aware of how precisely the world had been designed to take things from them.

The black SUV appeared in the rearview mirror.

• • •
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Daniel saw it the way he saw everything: as data first, as danger second. A vehicle, closing distance faster than the flow of traffic, dark paint, tinted windows, federal plates—-no, not federal. Regime. The plates had the double-eagle insignia on the left margin that marked vehicles assigned to the Bureau of Family Integrity, a department that hadn't existed three years ago and that now operated the largest fleet of enforcement vehicles in the state.

His hands tightened on the wheel. The adjustment was involuntary and controlled at the same time, the way a circuit breaker trips—-an automatic response that prevents overload. He checked his speed. Sixty-two in a fifty-five. Marginal. He eased off the gas.

The SUV didn't pass.

It closed to forty feet and held. Sitting in his mirrors. A presence that was not yet a threat but was performing the theater of potential threat that the regime had perfected, the not-yet that was its own kind of violence, the hovering before the strike that was designed to make you wonder, to make you audit yourself, to make you ask what you'd done before they told you what you'd done.

In the passenger seat, Kenji turned to look through the rear window. His grin was gone. The boy who had been laughing about armbars thirty seconds ago was somewhere else now, replaced by the version of Kenji that cataloged things: distance, speed, vehicle weight, number of occupants visible through tinted glass. He was his father's son and he was doing his father's math.

"Dad," he said. Not a question. An alert.

"I see it."

"What is it?" Sora's voice from the back seat. He'd stopped talking about guillotines. He'd heard the change in his brother's voice—-the two-degree drop in temperature that Sora's emotional sonar detected the way a bat detects walls. "Dad, what is it?"

"Seat belts on. Both of you."

They were already on. They were always on. Daniel said it because the act of giving an instruction was the act of maintaining control, and maintaining control was the only architecture available to him on a two-lane road three miles past Kingston Springs with a regime SUV forty feet from his bumper and no shoulder and no turnoff and trees on both sides dropping to a river that did not care.

The second SUV came from the right.

It pulled out of a fire access road that Daniel had driven past a thousand times without registering—-a gravel cut between the trees, barely wider than a vehicle, the kind of road that forest service trucks used during fire season and that nobody else thought about because there was no reason to think about it. The SUV nosed onto the highway directly ahead of Daniel's truck and stopped. Perpendicular. Blocking both lanes.

Daniel braked. The Tacoma's tires grabbed the asphalt with a sound like the intake of breath before a scream. The truck stopped fifteen feet from the SUV's driver-side door. Behind them, the first SUV closed the remaining distance and stopped ten feet from their rear bumper.

Box formation. Textbook interdiction. Daniel recognized it because he recognized systems, because recognizing systems was what he did, and in the fraction of a second between the truck stopping and the doors opening he understood with absolute clarity that this had been choreographed, that the checkpoint at Kingston Springs had called it in when his ID scanned green, that the green light was not permission but a trigger, that the system had been watching him and today the system had decided to act.

Doors opened. Both SUVs. Four men from each. Eight men total in black tactical gear with regime enforcement badges on their chests—-the double eagle over the words BUREAU OF FAMILY INTEGRITY in white block letters. Sidearms drawn. Not pointed, not yet, but drawn, held at low ready in a posture that communicated everything without committing to anything: we have the power, we have the weapons, we have the road, we have the trees, we have the silence, and you have two children in a pickup truck.

Daniel's hands were on the steering wheel. He did not move them. He knew, with the certainty of a man who had spent fifteen years studying the anatomy of security systems, that the next four seconds would determine everything. If he reached for a door handle, they would read it as resistance. If he reached for his phone, they would read it as a weapon. If he accelerated, they would shoot. The system was a funnel, and the funnel had one exit, and the exit was compliance.

An agent reached his driver's side door and opened it from outside.

"Hands visible. Step out."

Daniel stepped out. His hands were raised to shoulder height, palms forward. He was already speaking. "My name is Daniel James Killian. I'm a United States citizen. My Social Security number is—-"

They took him by the arms, both arms, two men, and drove him forward into the hood of his own truck with a force that was practiced and professional and designed to communicate not pain but totality—-the absolute, non-negotiable physical reality of the state's authority over his body. His cheek hit the warm metal. He smelled engine heat and road dust. He kept talking. "—-four-seven-one, eight-six—-my sons are in the vehicle, their birth certificates are at my residence, twenty minutes west on this road in Pegram—-"

Nobody listened. The words entered the Tennessee air and the Tennessee air absorbed them the way it absorbed the sound of the river below, the way it absorbed the birds that had gone silent when the SUVs appeared, the way it had absorbed every sound of every person who had ever been taken on a back road in this state, which was a number nobody counted because the counting was not the regime's priority.

Behind him, Kenji's door opened.

• • •
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Later, Daniel would reconstruct the sequence from memory the way he would reconstruct a network breach from log files—-pulling timestamps, ordering events, identifying the exact moment the system was compromised. He would do this in a cell, on a concrete bench, staring at a wall, running the footage behind his eyes on a loop. He would do it the way he did everything: methodically, precisely, and with a fury so deep it didn't register on his face.

The sequence:

An agent opened Kenji's passenger door. Kenji came out fast—-not running, not panicking, but moving with the economized violence of a boy who had been training since he was five and whose body, in the absence of conscious decision, defaulted to the thing it had been built to do. He drove his right elbow into the agent's solar plexus. A clean strike. Mr. Park would have called it adequate. The agent folded, and for one second—-one full second, which in a fight is an ocean of time—-Kenji was free and standing and dangerous.

Two more agents were on him before the second was over. They took him to the asphalt. One pinned his shoulders. The other controlled his legs. Kenji fought the way a trapped animal fights, with everything, without strategy, just force and fury and the primal refusal to be held down. His face was pressed against the road. The asphalt was rough and warm. Daniel, pinned to the hood of the truck six feet away, could see his son's cheek against the blacktop, could see the blood where the asphalt had torn skin, could see Kenji's eyes—-wide, wild, locked on his father's.

Daniel said his son's name. Once. Not a shout. A statement. The kind of sound a man makes when the only tool he has left is a word and the word is a name and the name is the most important thing he has ever said.

"Kenji."

Kenji stopped fighting. Not because the fight was over but because his father's voice reached him through the noise and the terror and the asphalt and the weight of two men and told him, in the way that only a parent's voice can tell a child, that fighting right now would not save him and stopping might.

From the back seat: Sora.

Sora was screaming. Not words. Sound. The high, uncontrolled sound of a twelve-year-old boy who had woken up that morning eating cereal with milk-damp fingers and reading about mechs and was now watching his brother pinned to a road and his father pressed against a truck hood by men in black who had appeared from the trees like something from the stories he read—-except this was not a story and there was no girl with a sword and there was no mech descending from the sky and there was only the road and the trees and the sound of his own voice screaming because it was the only thing he could do.

An agent reached into the back seat for Sora. Sora grabbed the door handle with both hands. His fingers were white. His knuckles were the knuckles of a child who is holding on to the last solid thing in a world that has become liquid, and the agent had to peel them off one at a time—-index finger, middle finger, ring finger, pinkie—-and Daniel watched this from the hood, watched a man in tactical gear remove his twelve-year-old's fingers from a door handle like he was unwrapping something, and the image entered Daniel's brain and burned there and would burn there for every remaining day of his life: four fingers, one at a time, pried loose from a handle, and the sound, the sound Sora made when the last finger came free, which was not a scream anymore but something smaller and worse, a sound like a hinge breaking.

They loaded the boys into one SUV.

They loaded Daniel into the other.

• • •
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Ninety seconds. Daniel would calculate this later, in the cell, running the timestamps. From the moment the second SUV pulled onto the road to the moment both vehicles' doors closed with his sons inside one and himself inside the other. Ninety seconds for a life to be dismantled. Ninety seconds for six acres and a workshop and a kitchen table and a photograph on the counter and a river and a morning and a family to become past tense.

The SUV holding Daniel pulled forward, around the blocking vehicle, heading east toward Nashville. Through the rear window he could see the second SUV, the one holding his sons, reverse off the fire road and swing west. Away from Nashville. Away from Pegram. Into the hills, toward Kentucky, toward a direction that meant nothing to Daniel yet but would come to mean everything.

And in the half-second before the curve in the road took the second SUV from his sight, Daniel saw Sora.

Sora's face was pressed against the rear window. His palms flat on the glass. His mouth was moving. Daniel couldn't hear the word through two panes of tinted glass and the engine noise and the forty feet of widening road between them, but he didn't need to hear it. He could see it. The shape of it. The single syllable that a boy makes when the world is being taken from him and the only word he has is the word for the person who was supposed to prevent this.

Dad.

The curve took the SUV. The trees closed behind it. The road was empty.

• • •
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On a stretch of Highway 70 three miles west of Kingston Springs, Tennessee, a 2019 Toyota Tacoma sat on what passed for a shoulder, its driver's door open, its engine running, its dome light casting a weak circle into the gathering dusk. On the passenger seat: a phone, face-down, with a message thread that would never be answered. In the back seat: a graphic novel, open to a page where a girl with a sword was about to save someone. Chalk on the doorframe pull-up bar in a house twenty minutes west. Two plates in a sink with the residue of eggs cooked right. A photograph of a woman laughing.

The Tacoma's engine idled. The trees stood. The Harpeth River moved below the road in the direction it had always moved, carrying whatever the land gave it toward the Cumberland and the Cumberland toward the Ohio and the Ohio toward the Mississippi and the Mississippi toward the sea, which was where all things ended up if you waited long enough, every stone and every leaf and every sound that had ever been made on these banks, every word spoken and unheard, every name called through glass that didn't open.

On the asphalt, three feet from the truck's rear tire, a smear of blood the size of a quarter where a fifteen-year-old boy's cheek had met the road.

That was all. That was what remained of a Tuesday that had started with eggs and a pull-up bar and a nature documentary about octopi and a twelve-year-old's opinion about hip escapes. The road didn't hold the story. Roads never do. They carry what moves across them and keep nothing.

The engine ran until it didn't.

The light faded.

The river kept on.
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CHAPTER THREE
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The Cell

They processed him the way you process a package.

Intake bay. Concrete floor with a drain in the center that suggested purposes Daniel chose not to catalog. Fluorescent tubes overhead, one of them cycling at a frequency that produced a flicker visible only in peripheral vision, a sixty-hertz pulse that settled into the base of the skull like a second heartbeat. A counter. A clerk behind the counter. The clerk wore a polo shirt with the Bureau of Family Integrity logo on the breast pocket and had the expression of a woman who had processed enough human beings through this counter that the act of processing had become indistinguishable from any other clerical function—-stamping forms, entering data, moving units from one column to another in a system that did not require her to consider what the units were.

"Name."

"Daniel James Killian."

"Date of birth."

"June fourteenth, nineteen eighty-three."

"Citizenship status."

"United States citizen. Born in Nashville, Tennessee. I need to know where my children—-"

"Right index finger on the scanner."

He placed his finger on the biometric pad. It glowed blue, then green. The clerk typed something. A camera mounted on a flexible arm swiveled toward his face and clicked without warning. The flash left a purple smear across his vision.

"Personal effects in the tray."

He emptied his pockets. A wallet containing eighty-three dollars in cash, a driver's license, a debit card he hadn't used in months because the bank had been absorbed into the regime's financial consolidation and every transaction was logged. A set of keys: house, truck, workshop padlock. A phone, battery dead from the hours in the SUV. A folding knife with a three-inch blade that he carried because he'd carried one since he was sixteen and his father had given him a Buck knife for his birthday and told him a man should always have a tool. The clerk bagged the knife separately and affixed a red sticker. The phone went into a different bag. The wallet into a third.

Daniel watched his life reduced to three clear plastic bags on a counter. The keys to his property. The phone that held the last thread to his wife. The knife his dead father gave him. Filed, labeled, stacked.

"My children were in the other vehicle. Two boys. Kenji, age fifteen. Sora, age twelve. I need—-"

"You'll receive processing documentation within seventy-two hours. Step to the left for escort."

He stepped to the left. A guard took his elbow—-not roughly, not gently, with the practiced neutrality of a man who had taken ten thousand elbows and would take ten thousand more—-and walked him down a corridor lit by the same flickering fluorescents, past steel doors with small wire-reinforced windows, past the smell of industrial disinfectant layered over the smell it was trying to disinfect, which was the smell of too many bodies in too little space, which was the smell of captivity, which was the smell of a system functioning exactly as designed.

The cell was twelve feet by fourteen. Daniel measured it with his eyes the moment the door opened, the way he measured every room he entered, because measuring was assessing and assessing was the involuntary habit of a man who had spent fifteen years being paid to find the vulnerabilities in enclosed spaces. Twelve by fourteen. Concrete block walls painted the color of nothing—-a gray that was also beige that was also the absence of any decision about color, the default setting of institutional indifference. A concrete bench along the back wall. A steel toilet with no seat and no partition. A single fluorescent tube, this one steady, bolted behind a wire cage on the ceiling.

Six men were already in the cell.

• • •
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Daniel sat on the end of the concrete bench nearest the door. He did not introduce himself. He did not ask the other men their names or their stories or how long they'd been here. He sat with his back against the wall and his hands on his knees and his eyes open and his mouth closed, and he began to do the only thing he could do, which was the thing he had always done, which was to listen.

Listening, for Daniel, was not a passive act. It was an audit. When he sat in a room and said nothing, he was running the same process he'd run in a thousand server rooms and office buildings and network closets during his career: cataloging inputs, mapping the system, identifying patterns that would become vulnerabilities once he understood the architecture well enough to know where the stress points were. He had done this in corporate data centers. He had done this in hospital networks. He had done this in conference rooms where executives paid him to sit quietly and find the thing they didn't know was broken. He did it now in a concrete cell with six strangers because the skill did not know the difference between a network and a cage. The process was the process. The system was the system. The only variable was what you did with what you learned.

Within the first hour, Daniel knew the following:

The man closest to him on the bench was named Carlos. Early fifties, weathered hands, a landscaping company logo on his faded work shirt. He'd been picked up at a job site in Antioch. He'd lived in Nashville for twenty-two years. He had a green card. The green card was in his wallet. His wallet had been bagged at intake, and no one had looked at the card. Carlos spoke about this with the flat affect of a man who had already understood that the card was irrelevant, that the system was not interested in documentation but in bodies, and that his body had been assigned a category that no card could override.

The man pacing the far wall was named James. American-born. Black. Arrested during a "community safety audit" in East Nashville, which was the regime's term for raids on neighborhoods that had been designated for "cultural realignment," which was the regime's term for ethnic cleansing conducted at the speed of bureaucracy. James had a Tennessee driver's license, a birth certificate on file at the Metro Nashville archives, and a grandmother who had marched with John Lewis across the Edmund Pettus Bridge in 1965. None of these facts had been solicited by anyone since his arrival.

A young man in the corner—-early twenties, Indian-American, software engineer's posture, wouldn't give his name—-sat with his arms wrapped around his knees and rocked slightly and said nothing to anyone.

An older Korean man sat cross-legged on the floor near the toilet and meditated, or prayed, or simply sat in the practiced stillness of a person who had learned a long time ago that there were situations where the only available action was to become very, very quiet inside.

Two men Daniel couldn't read. One slept, or pretended to. The other stood at the cell door and pressed his face against the wire-reinforced window and watched the corridor with the unblinking focus of a person waiting for a specific thing that never came.

Daniel sat. He listened. The cell had its own soundscape, its own acoustic architecture: the hum of the fluorescent, the shuffle of shoes on concrete, Carlos's steady breathing, James's pacing—-four steps to the wall, pivot, four steps back—-the distant clang of doors deeper in the building opening and closing on a rhythm that suggested shift structures, the murmur of guards in the corridor resolving occasionally into fragments of conversation about schedules, about overtime, about a football game that one of them had recorded and another had already spoiled the score of.

The guards changed at eight-hour intervals. Daniel counted. Day shift: two guards on the corridor, one at each end. Loud. Performative. They banged on doors when they passed. They called inmates by numbers rather than names. They existed in the particular theater of authority that the regime cultivated—-not because it was necessary but because the performance was the point, because making a man flinch at a knock was a way of demonstrating that the flinch belonged to you.

Night shift: skeleton crew. One guard. Quieter. Different rhythm. The corridor door opened and closed less frequently. The fluorescent in the hallway was dimmed—-a concession to some regulation about humane holding conditions that the regime still maintained on paper because maintaining things on paper was cheap and cost nothing and made reports look reasonable to the people who read reports without visiting the places the reports described.

Daniel noted all of this. He folded each observation into the architecture assembling itself behind his eyes—-a map not of this building specifically but of how this building worked, how its systems interlocked, where the seams were, where the slack lived. He didn't know why he was doing this. He didn't have a plan. He had a habit, and the habit was older than the cage, and the cage could not interrupt it.

Occasionally, Carlos or James would speak to him.

"You got family?" Carlos asked on the first evening, sharing a cellophane-wrapped sandwich that had been passed through a slot in the door.

"Two sons," Daniel said. "They were taken at the same time. Different vehicle. I don't know where they are."

Carlos nodded. He didn't say he was sorry. He didn't offer comfort. He nodded the way men nod when they recognize a wound they also carry and know that words are the wrong bandage. Then he tore the sandwich in half and handed Daniel the larger piece.

Daniel ate it. It was the first thing he'd eaten since the eggs he'd made that morning in the kitchen in Pegram, the eggs that were right, the eggs that Sora liked, cooked in a cast-iron pan that was seasoned with twelve years of breakfasts, and the thought of those eggs entered his mind and he placed it carefully in a compartment and closed the door because the compartment was where things went that could not be felt right now, things that would crack the architecture if he let them breathe, and the architecture was the only thing keeping him upright on a concrete bench in a cell that smelled like bleach and sweat and the stale exhalation of men who had been swallowed by a system that did not recognize them as men.

• • •
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The first night, he did not sleep.

He sat on the bench with his back against the wall and his eyes open and he ran the logs.

The SUV had turned west. That was the last data point. West from the interdiction site meant away from Nashville, into the hills, toward the Kentucky border. The boys had been separated from him at the scene, which meant their processing was different from his. Different facility. Different jurisdiction. Possibly different system. The regime's detention infrastructure was a patchwork—-federal facilities, state facilities, contracted private facilities, repurposed schools, repurposed warehouses, repurposed anything with walls and locks—-and the patchwork was the point because the patchwork prevented anyone from mapping the whole, because you can't find what you can't map and you can't map what isn't centralized and the decentralization was a feature, not a bug.

Daniel knew this. He knew this the way he knew that the camera in the upper corner of the cell was a Hikvision DS-2CD series running firmware from at least 2018, identifiable by the shape of the housing and the position of the IR LEDs, and that this firmware had six known vulnerabilities including a hard-coded backdoor credential that had been public knowledge since 2017 and that every competent security professional in the country had been screaming about for years and that nobody had patched because nobody ever patched anything because patching cost money and money was spent on enforcement badges and SUVs and the theater of authority, not on the quiet infrastructure that held the theater up.

He knew this, and the knowing was useless, because knowing the camera's firmware didn't give him a keyboard and knowing his sons went west didn't give him a direction and knowing the system was broken didn't give him a tool to break it further. Not yet. Not from a concrete bench. Not with his phone in a plastic bag at an intake counter and his keys in another bag and the knife his father gave him in a third bag with a red sticker on it.

So he sat, and he listened, and he waited, because waiting was also a skill, and Daniel Killian was very, very good at waiting.

• • •
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The second day.

James stopped pacing long enough to sit next to Daniel and talk. He talked because James was a man who processed the world through speech the way Daniel processed it through silence—-not better or worse, just different operating systems for the same problem.

James had a theory. The theory was that the community safety audits were accelerating because the regime was preparing for a census—-not the constitutional kind but the regime's kind, a count of who remained in which neighborhoods after the realignment, a way of quantifying the success of a policy that could only be measured by counting absences. "They're not picking us up because they think we did something," James said. "They're picking us up so the numbers look right. We're a line on a spreadsheet. When the spreadsheet says the neighborhood's clean, they'll stop. Until then, we're inventory."

Daniel listened. He filed the theory. He didn't know if James was right, but the framework was sound: systems optimized for metrics would produce the behavior that improved the metrics, regardless of whether the metrics measured anything real. Daniel had seen this in corporate IT a hundred times. He'd seen ticket systems where the metric was response time, so technicians closed tickets without resolving them to improve the numbers. He'd seen security audits where the metric was compliance checkboxes, so companies checked the boxes without implementing the controls. The regime was running the same optimization. The metric was removals. The people were tickets. The system worked exactly as designed, which was the most terrifying thing about it.

The young Indian-American man in the corner had still not spoken. He rocked. He stared at the wall. On the second afternoon, he began to cry—-silently, with his face turned away from the room, his shoulders moving in the small, controlled way of a person who has decided that crying is permissible only if it's invisible. Daniel watched this from across the cell and felt something move in the compartment where he kept the things that could not be felt. He left it closed.

Carlos told Daniel about his daughter. Twenty-four. Nursing student at Belmont before the regime shuttered the nursing program for "curriculum realignment." She was still in Nashville, as far as Carlos knew. He'd given her the landscaping company's emergency cash—-four thousand dollars in a coffee can in his garage. He didn't know if she'd found it. He didn't know if the garage had been seized. He told Daniel this with the matter-of-fact cadence of a man dictating inventory, which was how people spoke in this cell—-not because they didn't feel but because feeling at full volume in a twelve-by-fourteen room with six other men and no privacy and no exit would make the room uninhabitable, and the room was already close to uninhabitable, and the only thing worse than being in the room was making the room worse for the others who were also in it.

On the second night, the cell door opened at 2 AM.

• • •
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The guard was young. Twenty-two, maybe twenty-three. Thin in a way that suggested metabolism rather than fitness. A face that hadn't committed to adulthood yet—-still soft around the jaw, still carrying the unfinished look of someone who'd been wearing this uniform for months rather than years and who hadn't yet grown into the hardness that the uniform eventually installed in everyone who wore it long enough.

He carried a plastic cup of water in each hand. He moved through the cell quietly, setting cups on the bench near men who were awake and on the floor near men who were sleeping. He didn't bang on the door when he entered. He didn't call anyone by number. He moved with the furtive efficiency of a person doing something that was technically within his authority but that he'd learned not to do when certain other people were watching.

Daniel was awake. He was always awake at 2 AM. Two in the morning was the hour when Daniel's mind ran its deepest processes—-the background scans, the audit cycles that only executed when the rest of the system was quiet. He'd been staring at the ceiling, running the corridor map he'd built from sound: the number of doors between this cell and the intake counter (seven, based on the time it took footsteps to travel the distance), the location of the guard station (left of center, thirty feet from the cell, identifiable by the sound of a chair creaking and a radio playing low), the shift-change procedure (the incoming guard walked the corridor first, then signed a logbook at the station, then settled in—-total transition time approximately four minutes during which neither guard was fully attentive).

The young guard set a cup on the bench next to Daniel. Their eyes met. The guard's hand trembled. Not a dramatic tremor—-a fine, fast oscillation in the fingers, the kind that could be nerves or caffeine or the early stages of something neurological or simply the physical manifestation of being twenty-two years old and working the night shift in a building where you brought water to men in cages because nobody else would.

Daniel looked at the tremor. He looked at the guard's face. He looked at the corridor behind the guard, at the angle of the door, at the absence of any other authority in the frame.

"Thank you," Daniel said. These were the first words he'd spoken to a guard since intake.

The guard nodded. Started to move away. Then stopped. He stood with his back to the corridor, his body partially blocking the door's window, and spoke in a voice pitched just above the threshold of the cell's ambient noise—-a calibrated whisper that told Daniel this was not the first time this young man had said something he wasn't supposed to say in a room he was supposed to control.

"You said you had kids. At intake. I heard you."

Daniel said nothing. He waited. Waiting was the tool. Waiting was always the tool.

"I don't know where they took them. But I heard the transport coordinator on the radio today. There's a facility. Kids get sent there from the southeastern region. I don't know the name of it, but it's—-it's not here. It's far. Hours." The guard's tremor intensified. He held the empty cup against his thigh to still his hand. "I can try to find out more. I'm not—-I don't have high clearance. But the transport logs are on a shared drive that everyone can access because nobody bothered to set permissions on it, and I—-"

He stopped himself. Looked at the door. Looked back at Daniel.

"What's your name?" Daniel asked. His voice was level. His face was the face of a man sitting on a bench drinking water, nothing more. But something behind his eyes had changed—-a circuit completing, a connection soldering itself into place, the specific, silent click of a system recognizing an input that matched a pattern it had been scanning for without knowing it was scanning.

A shared drive with no access permissions.

The guard said: "Tommy. Tommy Sickles."

Daniel nodded. He picked up the water. He drank it. He said: "Thank you, Tommy."

Nothing more. No request. No pressure. No plan articulated or implied. Just a name received and a name given and a cup of water in a cage at two in the morning, which was the smallest possible transaction between two human beings and which was also, Daniel understood with the clarity that comes at the exact intersection of desperation and expertise, the beginning of everything.

Tommy Sickles moved on to the next cell. His hands were still shaking. But he'd said what he'd said, and Daniel had heard what he'd heard, and in the architecture that was assembling itself behind Daniel's eyes—-the map that didn't have a shape yet, the system that didn't have a name yet, the plan that was not yet a plan but was the precondition for a plan—-a node had appeared. A point of access. A vulnerability in the form of a twenty-two-year-old guard with trembling hands and a conscience that hadn't been fully overwritten by the uniform.

In penetration testing, you had a term for this. The moment you found your way in—-the misconfigured permission, the unlocked door, the human being who would talk to you when they shouldn't—-you called it initial access. It was the first step in every engagement. Everything that followed depended on it. You could have the most sophisticated exploit chain in the world, but without initial access, you had nothing.

Daniel Killian, sitting on a concrete bench in a cell that smelled like bleach and contained six men who had been processed like packages, had just found his initial access.

He drank the water. He set the cup on the floor. He leaned his head against the wall and closed his eyes for the first time in two days.

He did not sleep. But he closed his eyes, and behind them the architecture grew.

• • •
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The third day.

Morning shift change at 6 AM. Daniel heard the logbook, the chair, the radio switching from whatever the night guard listened to back to the regime's approved broadcast channel. Troy Mercer's voice, tinny and distant through the corridor walls, talking about family values. Daniel filed it under noise.

At 9:14 AM—-Daniel knew the time because the regime, in its commitment to procedural theater, had installed a clock visible through the cell door's window, positioned to remind detainees that the system kept time even if they could not—-the corridor door opened and footsteps approached that were different from the guard cadence Daniel had memorized. Faster. Purposeful. Accompanied by the sound of a clipboard or tablet being carried, the particular plastic-on-fabric sound of an administrator rather than an enforcer.

The cell door opened. A man in a supervisor's uniform—-short-sleeved dress shirt, regime ID on a lanyard, reading glasses perched on his forehead—-consulted a tablet and said: "Killian, Daniel. Step out."

Daniel stood. He stepped into the corridor. The supervisor walked him to a processing room—-a different room from intake, smaller, with a table and two chairs and a camera in the corner that was the same model as the cell camera and that Daniel assessed with the same automatic inventory: Hikvision, 2018 firmware, six known vulnerabilities, unpatched.

The supervisor sat. Daniel sat.

"Your citizenship has been verified through the National Identity Database. You are confirmed as a natural-born United States citizen." The supervisor read this from the tablet with the tonal affect of a man reading a weather report. "You are being released from this facility effective immediately. Your personal effects will be returned at the intake counter. Your vehicle has been towed to the Metro impound facility on Cowan Street. A bus token for Metro Nashville Transit will be provided."

Daniel said: "Where are my sons?"

The supervisor looked up from the tablet. His expression was not hostile. It was not sympathetic. It was the expression of a man encountering a question that existed outside the scope of the form he was reading from—-a field that wasn't in the database, a query that returned no results. He looked at Daniel the way a clerk looks at a customer asking about a product the store doesn't carry.

"That information is not available through this facility."

"They were taken at the same time I was. On Highway 70. Two boys. Fifteen and twelve. They were placed in a separate vehicle and transported—-"

"Mr. Killian." The supervisor's voice didn't harden. It simply stopped accommodating. "This facility processes adult detainees. Juvenile cases are administered under separate authority. I am not able to provide information about cases outside this facility's jurisdiction. You may direct inquiries to the Bureau of Family Integrity's public information office. The address is on the documentation you'll receive at intake."

The documentation. A form. A phone number that would ring into a menu that would transfer to a hold queue that would disconnect after forty minutes. Daniel knew this because he knew systems, and this was a system designed to produce the experience of responsiveness while delivering the reality of nothing. It was a timeout loop. It was a process that referred to a process that referred to a process, and at the end of the chain there was no resolution, only the chain itself, running forever, consuming the time and energy of anyone who tried to follow it until they gave up, which was the intended outcome, which was the system working.

Daniel looked at the supervisor. The supervisor looked at the tablet. The meeting was over.

• • •
[image: ]


They returned his effects in the same three plastic bags. Wallet, eighty-three dollars intact. Phone, battery still dead. Keys.

They did not return the knife.

The clerk at intake—-a different clerk from three days ago, or the same clerk, it didn't matter, they were instances of the same function—-handed him a bus token and a single sheet of paper. The paper was a release form confirming that Daniel James Killian, citizen, had been held for seventy-one hours and forty-two minutes under Section 12(b) of the Family Purity and National Identity Act for "identity verification purposes" and had been released upon confirmation of status. The form contained no apology. The form contained no explanation for the initial detention. The form contained no reference to two boys, ages fifteen and twelve, who had been in the back of a Toyota Tacoma on a Tuesday afternoon on a road surrounded by trees.

The form was a receipt. Daniel had been checked out of the system the way a library book is returned to a shelf. Scanned, stamped, shelved. The system's records were current. The system was satisfied.

Daniel walked through the facility's front door into Nashville.

The light hit him like a wall. Three days of fluorescent and concrete and twelve-by-fourteen and the processed air of captivity, and then: Tennessee in April. The sun was high and ruthless. The air smelled like diesel and hot pavement and the faint sweetness of Bradford pear blossoms from a tree in the facility's parking strip. Traffic moved on the road. A city bus groaned past. Two women walked by on the sidewalk talking about something that made one of them laugh. The world was operating. The world had not paused.

Daniel stood on the sidewalk with three plastic bags and a bus token and a release form and no children and no vehicle and no knife and a dead phone and eighty-three dollars and the clothes he'd been wearing when they pressed him into the hood of his truck on Highway 70, which still smelled faintly of road dust and engine heat, and he stood there for ninety seconds—-the same duration as the abduction, though he did not think about this, not consciously—-and he breathed, and he let the sun hit his face, and he measured the distance between where he stood and where he needed to be.

Then he began to move.

• • •
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The bus took him to the impound lot on Cowan Street. He paid the fee—-a hundred and sixty dollars, which was the regime's price for storing a vehicle it had caused to be abandoned—-with cash from the false panel in his wallet, a compartment he'd built into the leather five years ago because a man who thinks about security thinks about security in everything, including the places he keeps money. The remaining cash would last a week if he was careful. He had not been careful with money in a long time, because careful with money required thinking about money and thinking about money required thinking about a future, and futures were a luxury the regime had not yet found a way to charge for, though Daniel suspected they were working on it.

The truck was in a lot behind a chain-link fence on a street Daniel recognized. Cowan Street. The same street where CoreCivic—-the private prison company—-had its headquarters. He didn't note this consciously. He filed it the way he filed everything: as data, as architecture, as a node in a map that had no purpose yet.

He got in the truck. The engine started. The cab smelled like the boys. Sweat and gym bags and the particular warm-body smell of children who have been training, a smell that was specific and irreplaceable and that existed in the fibers of the back seat and the seatbelt straps and the headrest where Sora leaned his head during the drive home and the passenger seat where Kenji sat watching the road. Daniel breathed it in. He held it. He put the truck in gear.

He drove west on Highway 70.

The checkpoint at Kingston Springs. The guard—-a different guard from Tuesday, or the same guard, it didn't matter—-scanned his ID. Green light. Wave through. The system recognized Daniel Killian as a unit in good standing. Scanned, verified, released, approved. The system had no memory of what it had done to him. Systems never do. They process the current transaction and move to the next one.

Three miles past the checkpoint, he slowed.

The stretch of road. Two lanes. Dense woods. No shoulder. The exact coordinates where ninety seconds had erased everything. Daniel pulled the truck as far onto the narrow margin as he could and stopped. He sat with the engine running and looked at the road.

Tire marks. Two sets, from the SUVs. Already fading. In a week, the rain would erase them. In a month, the road would be indistinguishable from any other stretch of Highway 70 between Kingston Springs and Pegram. The violence that had happened here had left almost no physical trace. That was how the regime operated—-not through monuments to cruelty but through the absence of evidence, the erasure of the event from the landscape, the conversion of trauma into geography, a place you drove through without knowing what had happened there because nothing remained to tell you.

Almost nothing. Daniel got out of the truck and walked to the spot where they'd pinned Kenji. He knelt. The blood—-the quarter-sized smear from his son's cheek against the asphalt—-was still there. Darkened. Dried into the road's surface. Small enough that no one driving past would notice. Small enough that the next rain would dissolve it.

Daniel pressed his fingers against the stain. He held them there. The asphalt was warm from the afternoon sun. His son's blood had dried in this warmth three days ago while Daniel was being processed into a cell and his sons were being driven into the hills in the back of a vehicle with tinted windows and regime plates.

He stood
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