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The Story So Far

For six books Rick Paul — Agent Rook — kept the quiet. He learned the registry, the districts, the flash that took memory clean, and the residents who lived between human streets. Director Voss ran the Office. Harlan taught him to shoot and to wait. Odette taught him to lie kindly. Pip traded favors no one could afford. The Vex watched from beyond the treaty lines, then broke them, then tested the doors. Every case ended with the same warning, filed and stamped: the war is coming. It has come.


The war did not start with a shot. It started with paperwork, which was how Rick knew the Office was afraid.

He stood in Registry at 4 a.m. with a cup of tea gone cold in his hand, watching clerks feed resident files into burn bags. Forty-one thousand names. Anchors. Safe houses. Medical notes. Children's schools. Everything the Office had spent sixty years collecting to keep people safe was being destroyed so it could not be used to kill them.

Director Voss stood in the doorway in a black suit that looked pressed by anger alone. "Rook," she said. "Front office. Now."

Rick followed her. His real name was Rick Paul. Rook was the name the Office gave him when he stopped being a probationer and started being a problem they could assign. He had worn it for six books' worth of bad nights. It fit the way a coat fits after rain — heavy, familiar, not quite dry.

The front office was not an office anymore. The map table had come up from the lower floor, and the city glowed under glass. Blue for resident districts. Gray for human streets. Red, now, for Vex contacts that multiplied while he watched. Harlan stood on one side with his sleeves rolled and a rifle slung like an afterthought. Odette stood on the other, headset on, talking in three languages at once without raising her voice. Pip was on the table itself, sitting beside the riverfront like a green-eyed paperweight.

"The Concordance received a formal declaration ninety minutes ago," Voss said. "The Vex Dominion no longer recognizes the Quiet Compact. They claim Earth was granted provisional shelter in error. They intend to correct the error."

"Correct how?" Rick asked.

"Removal," Harlan said. "Of us. Of the residents. Of the idea that either belongs here."

Odette muted her headset. "Every listening post from orbit to the old ferry tunnels reports the same signal. It is not a fleet maneuver. It is an arrival schedule."

Rick looked at the red points. They were not landing at random. They ringed the districts — Bexley, Kettle Street, Grand Basin, the ferry terminal — the same doors the Office had shut in its first quiet war, years before the aliens learned to wear paperwork instead of coats. The Vex had studied the map the Office made.

"Why declare at all?" Rick said. "They could have hit us dark."

"Because they want the galaxy to watch," Voss said. "A declared war is a legal war. If Earth falls under declaration, no neighboring power can intervene without breaking treaty themselves. We are being made into an example."

Pip tapped the glass with one small shoe. "Also," Pip said, "they sent a second message. Addressed to you."

The table flickered. Text replaced the riverfront in plain block letters, translated from Vex signal-code:

ROOK. BRING THE REGISTRY. BRING THE DOORS. WE WILL LET THE CITY CHOOSE WHICH OF YOU IT KEEPS.

Rick read it twice. "They don't have the registry."

"They want us to believe they need it," Odette said. "Or they want Rick to carry it somewhere."

"No one carries anything," Voss said. "The registry burns. The doors stay shut. Every resident who can fight will be asked. Every resident who cannot will be moved. Effective now, the Office is on a war footing. Black suits. Full flash authority. No more quiet."

The words landed hard. The flash — the little silver cylinder every agent carried — took memory from witnesses and gave them a softer story in return. In peacetime it was policy, procedure, mercy with paperwork. In war, Rick understood, it would be a weapon used on entire streets.

His badge grew warm in his pocket. He had carried it since the night a porter in the rain had taught him to knock first. It felt heavier now.

"What do you need from me?" he asked Voss.

She looked at him with the tired honesty she saved for disasters. "The Vex named you. That makes you a symbol whether you report for the duty or not. I need you visible. Districts first. If the residents see Rook standing, some of them will stand too."

"And if they're right to run?"

"Then you will help them run in an orderly fashion, and you will not call it cowardice in your report."

Outside the Office windows — windows that should have shown subway tile — the sky over the city had begun to change. Not clouds. Not aircraft. A widening bruise of darkness at noon, spreading from the river eastward, swallowing light in a slow, deliberate tide.

Harlan unslung his rifle. "That's not weather."

Every phone in the room rang at once.

Then every phone stopped, and the Vex signal came through all of them together, in a voice like a gavel striking inside a chest:

"Earth. Your shelter is revoked. The war is now."

Above the city, the bruise tore open.
The sky opened the way a door opens when the house beyond it is larger than the house you are standing in.

Rick saw it from the Office roof, where Voss had sent him with Harlan to confirm what the instruments insisted on denying. The tear was not a hole. It was a threshold. Beyond it hung the underside of something vast and patient — a hull scored with lights that moved like traffic in a distant city. Smaller shapes detached and fell, not dropping but descending with intention, each one trailing a sheath of heated air.

"Count?" Harlan said into his radio.

"Four hundred and still polite about it," Odette answered in their ears. "Troop carriers. Wardens. Two harvest frames over the river. They are not bombing. They are occupying."

That was worse. Rick had spent years learning that the Vex did not waste effort. Bombing made rubble. Occupation made administration.

The first carrier settled over the Grand Basin and unfolded. Legs found the water. A ramp found the lockkeeper's pier. Figures emerged in armor the color of wet slate, tall at the joints, faceless behind helms that reflected the city without keeping it. Vex Wardens. Rick had seen one before, at a distance, in a case that ended with a burned warehouse and a report full of redactions. He had never seen four hundred.

"They're taking the doors," Harlan said.

Rick followed his gaze. The carriers were not scattering. Each one chose a door-site: the waterworks, the ferry terminal, the old pumping houses the Office had sealed one by one since Rick was nineteen and watching trains. The Vex descended like a hand closing over a board of pieces they had already memorized.

"The registry didn't burn fast enough," Rick said.

"We burned the copies," Odette said over the radio. "The original is the city. Every resident who ever registered left a shape in the streets. The Vex are reading the pavement."

Below them, the districts reacted first. That was the thing Rick would remember later, when the official histories made it sound orderly. The residents did not scream. They moved. In Bexley, shutters came down that had not been used in thirty years. In the lanes behind Kettle Street, families who had lived carefully human for decades stopped pretending: gills opened, reflections multiplied, gravity negotiated. Children were passed hand to hand into cellars, into walk-in freezers, into the spaces between addresses where the Office kept its oldest safe rooms.

Human streets reacted slower, then all at once. Sirens. Brakes. A traffic helicopter turning in the bruised light. People filming the sky because filming was a way of asking the world to confirm it was really happening.

A harvest frame reached the river and drank. That was the only word for it. The water rose in a column into its belly, carrying with it silt, fish, and something else — small lights, dozens of them, that had lived under the pier since before the Office had a name for them. The frame's hold glowed as it fed.

Harlan raised his rifle, then lowered it. Four hundred meters. A rifle was a statement at that range, not a solution.

"Voss wants us down," Odette said. "District teams. Rick, Bexley. Harlan, the Basin. Do not engage the Wardens unless they engage residents. Repeat: do not start the shooting war inside a crowd."

"When do we start it?" Harlan asked.

"When Voss is certain we can finish it," she said. "Or when the Vex choose for us."

Rick was already moving. He took the stairs two at a time, badge cold now, coat snapping behind him. In the lobby, agents were issuing black suits to clerks who had never carried more than a stamp. Witness Care had become Triage. Someone had taped a hand-drawn sign over the door: KNOCK FIRST. SOMEONE ANSWERED.

He pushed into Bexley at street level to find Mrs. Arad — three years a widow, forty years a resident, gills hidden under a scarf — organizing her building with a soup ladle and absolute authority. "Agent Rook," she said. "You are late and the sky is broken. Pick one to apologize for."

"Sky," Rick said. "What do you need?"

"Hands. The cellar door sticks when it is frightened." She thrust the ladle at a Vex light sweeping the avenue. "And tell your Office the Wardens are not knocking. They are measuring."

Rick looked. At the end of the street, a Warden stood in the intersection where a crossing guard had once directed





