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​Chapter One: The Fields That Burned Quietly
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The machines arrived before the screaming.

That was how the farmers would remember it later—not the sound, not the fire, but the way the ground began to decide something without asking permission.

At first it felt like weather. A low vibration underfoot, subtle enough that people mistook it for distant thunder or the shift of heavy equipment on the outer road. Irrigation lines rattled softly. Birds lifted from the crops in a scattered, uneasy wave.

Then the smoke rose.

Not in plumes.
In lines.
Perfect, measured cuts of gray lifting from the far edge of the fields, advancing with patient geometry. Wheat blackened where it stood. Corn folded inward on itself, leaves curling like paper held too close to a flame.

Someone said, “They’re early.”

Someone else said, “No. They’re right on time.”

The A-Rat machines crested the first ridge in silence.

They were low to the ground, wide-bodied, each one carried on a forest of jointed legs that moved in precise, insect-clean rhythm. Their hulls were matte black, unmarked, heat-vent slits glowing dull orange as their burners engaged. They did not rush. They did not hesitate.

They swept.

As one, they turned their heads downward and the fields ignited—not explosively, not chaotically, but evenly. Flame rolled outward in controlled arcs, consuming crops while leaving fence posts standing, irrigation pumps untouched, farmhouses spared.

Food burned.
People lived.
That was the point.

A boy standing ankle-deep in irrigation water watched his family’s wheat vanish row by row. He didn’t cry. Not yet. He stared, mouth open, trying to understand why the machines weren’t coming closer.

His mother grabbed his arm. “Inside,” she said.

“But they’re not—”

“I said inside.”

From the road, a resistance scout watched through binoculars, jaw clenched. Her finger hovered near the trigger of her rifle. The targeting solution painted the lead A-Rat clean and bright.

She did not fire.

Her partner shifted beside her, younger, breathing fast. “We can stop them.”

She didn’t lower the binoculars. “We’re not authorized.”

“They’re burning everything.”

“Yes.”

“Then why aren’t we—”

“Because this isn’t a kill zone,” she snapped. “It’s a moment.”

The word tasted wrong in her mouth.

Behind them, a handful of civilians gathered—farmers, elders, children clinging to coats. An old man stepped forward, hat clenched in his hands.

“You can shoot them,” he said. It wasn’t a question.

The scout finally lowered the binoculars. Met his eyes.

“We’re not supposed to,” she said.

The old man laughed once, sharp and broken. “Says who?”

She hesitated.

Then, quietly: “Mercer.”

The name moved through the crowd like a held breath.

Someone nodded. Someone else looked away. A woman whispered, “He wouldn’t decide for us.”

The old man stared at the burning fields. “Then what the hell do you call this?”

No one answered.

The A-Rats continued their work.

They advanced with agricultural patience, legs lifting and setting down in perfect cadence. Soil sterilizers engaged behind the flame pass, salting the earth just enough to ensure nothing would grow there again for years.

Not forever.

Just long enough.

In the distance, another column of smoke rose—then another. The machines were operating across multiple tracts now, coordinated, deliberate. No panic. No urgency.

They had time.

A child screamed at last.

It was a thin sound, almost lost beneath the hiss of burning stalks. Her father lifted her, held her too tightly, eyes fixed on the horizon like if he watched hard enough he might see someone coming.

No one did.

Miles away, in another city, another field burned the same way. Then another. Then another.

The Reich called it resource correction.

The Unfixed called it non-intervention.

And somewhere between those words, starvation began to take shape.
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Eli Mercer stood on a rooftop overlooking a city that was still intact.

For now.

He smelled the smoke before he saw it—dry, acrid, unmistakable. Not urban fire. Not plasma.

Crops.

Mara would have named it instantly.

The thought landed harder than the smell.

He didn’t move. He didn’t speak. He didn’t feel the hum—hadn’t for days now. The silence inside him remained vast and watchful, like a held line that refused to snap.

A resistance commander approached from behind, boots soft on concrete.

“It’s started,” she said.

Eli nodded. He’d known before she spoke.

“How many zones?” he asked.

“Six confirmed. More incoming.”

“Any civilian casualties?”

“Not yet.”

Eli closed his eyes.

Not yet was a sentence designed to be finished later.

“They’re waiting,” the commander continued. “For you.”

Eli opened his eyes and looked at the smoke creeping over the horizon. “No,” he said. “They’re waiting for permission.”

She hesitated. “Same thing.”

Below them, the city moved—people walking, arguing, laughing, living. Unaware that their food was burning in quiet places they would never see.

“They’re not attacking people,” the commander said. “They’re daring us to.”

Eli nodded. “They’re daring us to decide.”

“And if we don’t?”

He didn’t answer.

Because the answer was already burning.

—
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By nightfall, the first farms were gone.

By morning, markets were empty.

By the second day, people stopped arguing about intervention and started arguing about blame.

The Unfixed issued statements. Calm. Precise. Morally immaculate.


Intervening would only validate the Reich’s narrative.
Scarcity must be witnessed, not interrupted.
Motion includes suffering.

They quoted Eli Mercer.

They always did.

Children went hungry under banners that read LET IT MOVE.

Eli watched one of those banners burn when the wind caught it. He did not smile.

Somewhere beyond the fields, an A-Rat machine completed its sweep, turned, and paused—waiting for the next instruction.

And somewhere far beyond that, stillness observed the result of refusal made contagious.

It did not judge.

It did not approve.

It simply waited to see who would speak first.

The fields burned quietly.

And the world, obedient at last, let them.

​Interlude: Shadow Myth

Mara felt the fire before the smoke.

Not heat.
Not pain.
Pattern.

The Shadow Myth did not speak in images the way memory did. It did not show flames or machines or fields collapsing into blackened ribs. It showed relationships—movement without permission, stillness chosen too late, consequence arriving calmly.

She existed in the space between moments where stories decided what they were allowed to become.

The fields appeared to her as lines of intent.

Each A-Rat machine was a sentence written without verbs. Each burning crop was a clause removed from the future. Hunger did not arrive as suffering—it arrived as absence, a subtraction the Shadow Myth recognized instantly.

Mara watched six regions go quiet in the same way.

Not paused.

Resigned.

She could feel Eli there.

Not his thoughts.
Not his grief.
His hesitation.

It registered as a pressure in the weave of the Shadow Myth, like a held breath stretched across thousands of lives. He was not refusing yet. He was waiting for meaning to announce itself.

It never did.

The Unfixed appeared next.

Not as people.

As distortions.

They clustered around Eli’s name like barnacles on a wreck, repeating it until it stopped referring to a man and became a permission structure. The Shadow Myth hated that. Names were supposed to point inward, not outward.

They said:
Let it move.
They did not understand that motion without witness is just disappearance.

Mara did.

She had chosen stillness knowing this was possible.

That was the cost.

She saw the moment a resistance sniper lowered her rifle.
She saw the exact second a farmer decided not to beg again.
She saw the first child count empty bowls instead of stars.
She did not reach.

She could not.

Not because she was trapped.

Because the Shadow Myth does not allow correction — only truth.

And the truth was simple and brutal:

Eli Mercer’s refusal had escaped him.

It had become a myth.

Mara focused then, not on the fields, but on the shape of the watching.

Stillness observed her observing.

It always had.

The Shadow Myth adjusted—not to intervene, not to warn, but to record. Somewhere beyond time, Mara became indexed as a fixed point of reference: The One Who Saw and Did Not Speak.

Not martyr.
Not sacrifice.
Witness.

She wished—briefly, dangerously—that Eli could feel what she felt now.

Not the fire.

The inevitability.

Then she let the wish go.

The fields burned quietly.

And through the Shadow Myth, Mara watched the world learn the difference between mercy and permission.
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​Chapter Two: Those Who Did Nothing
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They met in a room that used to be a school.

The chalkboard was still on the wall, half-erased equations ghosting the surface like unfinished thoughts. Small desks had been pushed into a circle. No banners. No insignia. No guards at the door.

That was deliberate.

The Unfixed did not believe in fortification. They believed in clarity.

“There were no civilian deaths,” the woman at the center said calmly. “Not directly.”

She was middle-aged, hair pulled back tight, voice practiced but not theatrical. Her name was Lysa Calder, though she rarely used it anymore. Names, she believed, should not draw attention.

A man across from her folded his arms. “Not yet.”

Lysa nodded once. “Yes. That is how starvation works.”

No one flinched.

That, too, was deliberate.

“The Reich deployed A-Rat machines across six agricultural zones,” Lysa continued. “They burned crops. They salted soil. They avoided population centers.”

A younger man spoke up, voice tight. “They’re punishing restraint.”

“They’re testing it,” Lysa corrected. “There’s a difference.”

A screen flickered on behind her—maps, smoke plumes, neat red overlays. Hunger reduced to geometry.

A woman near the wall whispered, “We could have stopped them.”

The room went quiet.

Lysa turned to face her. “Yes,” she said. “And if we had, what would we have proven?”

The woman hesitated. “That we don’t let people starve.”

“No,” Lysa replied gently. “That we still believe deciding for others is mercy.”

A murmur rippled through the room.

Someone said his name.
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