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​Dedication
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For those who have ever kept someone's name in a place rarely visited, and for those who don't know their name is kept there.

May this story find you on whichever side of the river you're standing.
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​Epigraph

[image: ]


There are names we never speak with an honest voice, that we keep in a place rarely visited. Until one day, we decide that keeping them hurts more than saying them.

Karsa Luna
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​ARON

Ministry of Industry and Natural Resources, Kosamaya. 10:40 p.m., H-4.

THE NAME was already there before he opened the drawer. It occupied a place older than any folder, a place he had spent ten years making sure never took up too much space. Tonight, on the fourteenth floor of the building he least wanted to enter, the name carried a different weight.

Lenna Sarri.

He had not opened the drawer. He had not seen the list. And yet, he knew the name would be there. Anya would never send go now over something minor.

The elevator stopped on the fourteenth floor. The chime sounded too loud at this hour.

Aron waited. The doors opened onto a dark corridor. Only the emergency light at the far end was on, its pale green glow casting the shadows in the wrong direction.

He stepped out and counted twelve paces to the left, as he always did, until the mahogany door appeared. The brass plaque was dulled with age. He had memorized the shape of every letter ten years ago.

Ivan Vale, Minister of Strategic Resources.

He slid his access card into the slot. Red. Then green. A click, too loud in the silence, and the door opened.

The room still smelled of old wood and something faintly like tobacco. Ivan had stopped smoking twelve years ago, but the smell had refused to leave.

Aron left the overhead lights off. The desk lamp was enough. The third drawer from the right was unlocked. Inside lay a thin gray folder with no title, only a reference code he knew by heart.

NF-2 / Operations / East Limina.

He had read the data three weeks ago. Mapped the structure. Verified the sources. Identified the gaps.

Tonight he read it differently. The first page contained the operational schedule: dates, coordinates, personnel numbers by sector. The second outlined target-handling procedures in two columns. Code T on the left, Code N on the right.

Then the third page.

Names.

Aron's hand was already on the flash drive. One command, and the copying would begin. The names in the right-hand column moved beneath his eyes. 

His hand stopped. The third page had changed. Two names were new. The version Anya had shown him three weeks earlier had not included them.

Lenna Sarri. Kira Sarri. Both marked N. Beneath the second name was a set of coordinates. The map in his memory placed them near the old bridge on the East Bank. He had not crossed that bridge in ten years.

Old Quarter, Shell, East Bank.

The side of the river he had not entered in ten years.

He read the first name twice, then a third time. Three days. The flash drive was still waiting. 

There were other names on the page. He pulled his thoughts back to the list.

The second name. Kira Sarri had been seven years old when he left. Code N.

He started the copy and watched the progress bar while directing his attention to the technical specifications, the section headings, the personnel numbers, anything except the two names in the right-hand column. Three minutes and thirty seconds.

Done.

He removed the flash drive and slipped it into his left pocket. The folder went back exactly where he had found it, closed and undisturbed.

At the doorway, he stopped and looked at the plaque.

Ivan Vale.

He knew the shape of every letter, the distance between the name and the title, even the way the desk lamp caught the brass, now dulled with age.

Everything he needed was in his pocket. He closed the door.

* * * 
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In the elevator, he took out his phone and sent Anya a message.

Done. The two N names you mentioned are there. There are more. A lot more.

The elevator descended. Thirteen. Twelve. Eleven.

Anya replied before he reached the lobby.

Go now.

Two seconds later.

And be careful with your name there.

Aron read the second message three times before sliding the phone into his pocket.

Two years had been enough for Aron to learn that Anya Rais never sent a warning without already thinking three moves ahead.

The first message had been an order. The second concerned the name he carried with him.

The elevator reached the lobby.

* * * 
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The bus station was twenty minutes from the ministry. Aron walked. The streetlights followed the same route he had memorized years ago, but tonight the buildings seemed closer, the sidewalk narrower.

At the ticket window, the cashier checked the screen. Her eyes lifted briefly to his face, no more than a second, then returned the card without comment.

The bus arrived at five to eleven, and Aron took the fourth row from the back, the left side, where the windows gave him a view of the entire cabin and the emergency exit was within reach. It left Kosamaya at eleven sharp.

The border checkpoint came at one in the morning. The bus stopped. The cabin lights came on, and two Sarayan soldiers boarded to check identification cards, moving from the front to the back.

Aron took out his card before they reached him and laid it on his lap. The soldier assigned to the fourth row was young. He took Aron's card, scanned it, and stopped. Not for long. Long enough. His eyes lifted from the screen to Aron's face. The scan had taken two seconds. Then three. The soldier had stopped reading the card. He was reading Aron instead.

"Vale," the soldier said quietly.

Not the name printed on the card. Aron said nothing. The soldier returned the card and moved on.

Behind him, two passengers whispered. He caught a single word.

Vale.

Aron put the card away and looked into the darkness beyond the window.

Be careful with your name there.

He had taken it as a warning about his status, a name too well known along official routes. It made sense. But at the checkpoint, the soldier had not called him by his position. Vale. Behind him, the bus had gone quiet.

The bus began moving again. The cabin lights went out.

In his pocket, a flash drive containing 287 names. In his wallet, a ministry card bearing a name better known than he had ever imagined. The bus continued south with three days ahead of it.

* * * 
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​LENNA

Underground Clinic, Old Quarter, Shell, East Bank. 10:53 p.m., H-4.

SOME NAMES exist before anyone speaks them. This one had been there already, buried somewhere deeper, though tonight its presence felt different, and Lenna could not have said why.

The last needle came out at ten minutes to eleven. The patient had fallen asleep during the final stitches, worn down by the anesthetic and days of exhaustion. Lenna was used to it. There was no other way.

She stripped off her gloves and threw them away, then washed her hands in water that was never hot enough. Thirty seconds, from elbows to fingertips.

It was a habit she had taught herself from medical books borrowed without permission from the school library, a place that closed a week after the 2013 Tragedy. No one had taught her. Someone had to know how to treat Kira when she was sick, and Lenna had learned long ago that necessity carried more weight than permission.

Kira had been four then.

Thirteen years later, thirty seconds from elbows to fingertips remained exactly the same.

Lenna dried her hands and returned to the patient to make sure the stitches had not shifted.

* * * 
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At the desk beside hers, Tomas was writing. His handwriting was small and neat, his hand moving without needing to look down. He had been here longer than he should have tonight. Their shifts had overlapped because a patient with shrapnel wounds had come in late.

They had not discussed it.

There was no need.

Gama stood in the rear doorway for a moment, looking like someone who had come here too many times for reasons that no longer felt entirely right. Then he stepped inside.

Professionalism had become a mask. His blue pen was already in his hand before he sat down.

Routine reports. Sector conditions. Logistical questions. The fourteenth or fifteenth meeting that month.

Then one question was different.

"Is next week's medical rotation schedule final?"

Lenna looked at him for a moment.

"Yes. Why?"

"Evacuation coordination in case things escalate. Reza wants every commander to know where the medical teams are." His pen moved across the small notebook. "Who's on duty Monday night?"

Lenna gave him the schedule.

Gama wrote it down, closed the notebook, and nodded once.

"Thank you."

He left.

Tomas said nothing.

At her desk, Lenna took out the small dark-green notebook she kept separate from the official records. The same notebook where she had written, two weeks earlier: Supply request, overstock, for whom? The earlier question had seemed routine. Now, with Gama's voice still in the room, the new entry felt different. She wrote: Rotation schedule, Monday night—for whom?

Then she closed the notebook.

* * * 
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Her shift ended at 11:20 p.m.

Outside, Shell sounded different at night. Quieter, but no more peaceful, like a silence holding its breath. A generator hummed somewhere nearby. Far off, a dog barked once, then stopped.

What Lenna always noticed first, though, was the hurried footsteps, as if everyone in Shell were walking toward something that never quite came close enough.

At the intersection near the market, already closed for the night, she saw Kira coming from the north, from the safe house rather than home.

Wrong hour, wrong direction.

They walked side by side. Lenna asked no questions, and Kira offered no explanation. Their silence had acquired its own shape over the years. They had lived together too long to feel obliged to fill every empty space.

Their footsteps fell into the same rhythm.

That was enough.

Half a block from the house, Kira finally spoke.

"Reza asked me to go to the safe house this afternoon."

"I know."

Neither said anything else.

Kira unlocked the door. Inside, she went straight to her room. Lenna went to the kitchen for a glass of water.

* * * 
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11:45 p.m.

Lenna stood in the kitchen with a glass of water she had not touched. Outside there was only the narrow alley, the wall of the neighboring building, and a strip of starless sky.

From the river, from the old pier north of the hotel quarter, came a sound. A wood striking something once, like a boat that had failed to come alongside cleanly.

Lenna waited without moving.

Tonight the sound seemed closer, though she knew the distance had not changed. It meant nothing. It meant everything. She turned off the kitchen light.

* * * 
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6:14 a.m., H-3.

The bedroom window, jammed on the left as usual, opened two-thirds of the way when she pushed it with her right shoulder. It was her first movement of every morning, automatic by now. Outside, Shell was already moving, as it always did.

Kira came downstairs at twenty past six, and Lenna knew her footsteps on the stairs. This morning they sounded like those of someone who had not quite finished with the night before.

They sat at the table with tea and bread that was two days old.

Kira ate.

Her mind was elsewhere.

"Reza wants me at the safe house this afternoon," Kira said at last.

Lenna stayed where she was. She did not reach for the teapot.

"Okay."

Kira looked up from the table and waited.

Nothing followed. No objection. No questions. No sign that Lenna was worried.

"That's it?"

"That's it."

Kira left.

Lenna heard the front door close and waited until Kira's footsteps had disappeared down the street. She looked down at her cup. The tea was cold.

* * * 
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Night. Reza's briefing. H-3.

That night, Reza's briefing took place in the basement of a former cooperative building. His voice always sounded flatter over the radio through encryption, the tones that served no purpose in transmission stripped away.

Updates on the network's medical situation. Capacity in case of escalation. The usual matters.

Then, at the end of the briefing, just before the connection closed, Reza added one thing.

"We've received information through the Kosamaya channel. Someone is carrying data. We haven't confirmed who, or how reliable it is. Stay alert."

No name.

No details.

The connection cut.

* * * 
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Lenna and Tomas walked home together. Tomas talked about medicine stocks. The shipments from donors in Kosamaya had been anonymous for years, always arriving on time, almost always in the same quantities.

"Ezra handles the deliveries," Tomas said. "Has from the beginning."

Lenna nodded.

Ezra. A name that had long existed at the edges of the network. His work never appeared in the official reports, yet his absence would be felt immediately. The routes he maintained had more than once made the difference between having something and having nothing.

"Does he know someone is coming from Kosamaya tonight?"

"Reza told him." Tomas stopped at the intersection. "Said there's something that needs to be brought in from the west bank."

A pause.

"Reza mentioned a name earlier. Before the official connection started, while I was still tuning the radio."

Lenna stopped walking. The sound of her own footsteps had been a comfort.

"Whose name?"

"Aron Vale."

Tomas's tone did not change. "That might be the informant from Kosamaya Reza was talking about." He glanced at her. "You know him?"

Lenna started walking again. "Once," she said. "A long time ago."

Tomas did not ask anything else.

They reached the intersection where their paths separated.

"See you tomorrow."

"See you tomorrow."

Lenna walked home alone.

The name remained with her.

She reached the house, went inside, and locked the door. In the kitchen, she poured herself a glass of water before bed.

She let the name remain with her for as long as it took to finish the water.

The green notebook was still in her bag. She opened it to a fresh page, and the paper felt different this time. It was the same blank page, but the name she wrote seemed to demand a weight the others hadn't. The pen paused for a moment before she closed the notebook.

In bed, she slipped it beneath her pillow. Her eyes did not close immediately.

Somewhere outside, the Marga River was flowing.

And on the other side of it, tonight, someone was carrying data from Kosamaya, with his name somewhere inside it.

What that meant, she could not yet know. The end of something. Or the beginning of something entirely different.

Lenna closed her eyes.

* * * 
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​ARON

Hotel Korona, West Bank, Marga River, Shell. H-3.

THE NAME reached the old man before he had finished reading the card. He did not look up immediately. His finger rested on the printed letters, Vale, while the card remained in his hand longer than routine required.

He had not known, until this moment, that the name would still arrive with that particular weight. He slid the card back across the counter.

* * * 
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A few hours earlier, Hotel Korona still smelled of old wood, as it always had. The smell had settled so deeply into the grain that no amount of cleaning would ever remove it.

The third floorboard from the bar creaked when Aron stepped on it.

Behind the bar, an old man wiped the counter with movements too methodical to be mere cleaning. He did not look up when the door opened. He did not look up when footsteps crossed the floor.

He looked up only when the third floorboard creaked.

His eyes took Aron in quickly, methodically. From behind the bar, Halim noticed the rucksack hanging from one shoulder, the neat clothes creased by travel. Before entering, the young man had chosen his position with care, keeping a particular angle on the door. A habit of someone used to knowing where an exit was.

Then Halim's eyes returned to the cloth.

"Room?"

"Depends how long."

"One night for now. Maybe longer."

The old man set down the cloth. Took a key from the drawer. Put it on the bar.

Then he held out his hand. "Identification."

Routine. Aron handed him the card. The old man read it. For one brief moment, his finger stopped. A pause no one else would have noticed.

Vale.

He gave a small shake of his head and handed the card back. "From Kosamaya?"

"Yes."

"The river hasn't changed. Everything else rots." He said it without complaint.

Aron said nothing. He went up to Room Seven.

* * * 
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In Room Seven, the mattress springs had lost some of their resistance. The window faced east, toward a river that could not be seen from here but whose sound carried when the wind came from the right direction.

Aron set down his rucksack and sat on the edge of the bed.

Outside the window, West Limina at three-thirty in the morning. Not every light was on. A city that had learned long ago that beauty was a luxury it could not always afford.

Soon he would see Lenna Sarri. The thought came without warning. 

He had not allowed himself to think of her in ten years. Not like this, not with a date, a place, a river between them that he would have to cross. He had worked hard to keep her in the past, in a version of his life that no longer existed.

He lay back and stared at the ceiling.

Ten years, and the thought still arrived with the same weight. That was different. Everything else had changed, but this had not.

* * * 
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Morning.

Aron came downstairs in clothes that looked a little more worn, enough to suggest he had already spent several days in the city. Halim was still behind the bar, always there, as though he belonged to the building and could not simply be moved.

Coffee was waiting on the table. Aron chose the seat farthest from the window, his back to the wall. The old man brought the coffee without asking. 

They spoke little, the sort of morning conversation that belonged to a place with no reason to hurry. Aron listened more than he spoke, paying attention to Halim's voice whenever the old man talked about the city.

No bitterness. No longing. Only the voice of someone who had grown old alongside the wood around him.

"Rotting slowly," Halim said. "That's how it survives, too."

The words stayed with Aron longer than most information did.

Near midday, Aron asked a different kind of question. "If someone wanted to disappear..." He set down his cup. "Where would they usually go?"

The old man stopped wiping. "Depends. Disappear from what?"

Aron looked at his glass. "Danger."

For the first time, the old man looked directly at him. Not as a guest, but as someone asking a question who already knew the answer. "Toward safety?" he said quietly. "Does that still exist here?"

He paused. "No."

One word. Flat.

Something in them brought Aron back to the name at the checkpoint, to Anya telling him to be careful. They both knew this was not a conversation about someone else.

* * * 
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Toward evening, a hard knock sounded at the front door.

Aron was upstairs, sitting in the corner chair with his laptop still unopened. The connection on the west bank was too unstable.

The front door opened. Several people entered.

His hand was already on the side of his rucksack. The zipper was halfway open.

"Occupant inspection. Identification."

Aron took out his card and placed it face up on his knee.

Footsteps on the stairs.

Room Three. A brief exchange.

Room Five. A longer pause.

Then the footsteps stopped outside his door.

Knock.

"Come in."

Two soldiers.

The younger one entered first. His eyes carried the exhaustion of someone who had spent too long in a place that kept asking without ever giving anything back. It was not the fatigue of a single day. An older soldier followed. His body seemed to know where to stand before his eyes had settled on the room.

The younger soldier took Aron's card. Scanned it. Read it longer than necessary. "Data Analyst, Ministry of the Interior, Kosamaya. What business does a Kosamaya analyst have in Limina?"

"Fieldwork. Data collection."

"In a cheap hotel?"

"He's my nephew." The voice came from below. The old man was already standing in the doorway. Aron had not heard him come up. "From Kosamaya. He's here to visit."

The younger soldier looked at the old man, then back at Aron. His eyes moved between them."A nephew who doesn't look anything like you."

"He takes after his mother. My mother was from Valenz."

Valenz.

A name Aron had never heard from anyone connected to the old man. A lie prepared long enough to sound convincing.

Something shifted behind the younger soldier's tired eyes as he considered it. Then he returned the card. "There is a curfew tonight. Anyone found on the streets after dark will be detained. Understand?"

"Understood," the old man said.

The soldiers left. The front door slammed shut.

* * * 
[image: ]


The two of them remained in the doorway of Room Seven.

The old man did not leave immediately.

"Thank you."

The old man gave a small shake of his head. "How long are you staying?"

"Not long. There's something that needs to be settled on the east bank."

The old man looked at him. His eyes moved to the identification card still in Aron's hand, then back to his face. He nodded. Turned. Went downstairs.

From the open doorway, Aron heard the third floorboard from the bar creak as the old man returned to his place.

Aron closed the door and sat on the edge of the bed. The identification card and the flash drive were in his pockets. One official, one not. He could feel the weight of both.

Beyond the east-facing window, the Marga River. Across it, Shell. Inside Shell, the names he had carried from Kosamaya.

Lenna Sarri.

He lay down and stared at the ceiling.

Be careful with your name there.

He had assumed Anya meant his position as a ministry analyst. That was the reasonable assumption. But the soldier at the checkpoint had not said "the analyst." The soldier had said Vale.

* * * 
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He came downstairs at twenty past eleven. The bar was almost empty. The old man was still there. Aron sat at the bar. Without being asked, the old man poured a little arak into a glass. Aron looked at it without drinking. "I need to cross tonight."

"No." The old man stopped wiping. "The bridge is closed. The checkpoints are running double inspections. Anyone crossing after curfew—"

"I know," Aron interrupted.

The old man put down the cloth. "And I can't help you. I'm finished with all that."

Finished. The word belonged to someone who had made a difficult decision and already paid its price.

Aron looked at the arak in his glass. He did not drink.

"There is someone on the east bank. Her name is on a military operations list with a code that means something other than arrest." His voice was quiet. "Three days. Maybe less now."

The old man said nothing.

"I'm not asking you to save anyone. Just take me across."

"The river doesn't know tonight from any other night. It flows the same way and doesn't care who's on it."

"I know."

"You don't." The old man raised his head. He had watched enough people come and go to know the difference between those who understood the risk and those who only thought they did. "If you knew, you wouldn't be sitting
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