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What makes something worth living for? What makes something worth dying for?

On Iamos, the fourth world, the answer was simple. It was the only solution left, really, to a dwindling people on a dying planet. The answer was what the geroi had given us, and there was no questioning it. 

We live for each other.

It was a phrase uttered reassuringly, a balm for souls worn raw by the devastating realization that our atmosphere was draining away, that we had somehow gone too far and pushed the planet too hard and now there was nothing left for us. It was the key to our survival. It was the end of chaos, panic, uncertainty. We no longer had to wonder or live in fear of the unknown. The geroi had given us the Progression, and they had given us the solution. They pledged to us that all lives were one. If we followed them, our species would survive. We had to, because we lived for each other.

There was another side to it, of course. The implicit other half that few conceived of and none dared speak aloud. That was, of course:

We die for each other.

This was something that I hadn’t considered much growing up. All my life, I knew only one thing: I existed for the good of the collective. The certainty that our lives were bound to one another meant that we each had a duty, a contract to fulfill. I knew my responsibility was to contribute to the welfare of Iamos, and if I upheld my end of the bargain, I was guaranteed security and relative comfort. That was all that mattered to me, then.

I was born several years after the Progression, when the old government had been replaced by the geroi and the castes; but I was lucky enough to have been born a patroin, a member of the elite class. I never knew my parents. With the Progression had come the eugenicists, dictating who was allowed to reproduce and when. As with all the other children on Iamos, I was raised by the collective, not by an individual family.

From an early age, I was earmarked to be an Enforcer. Although it was a position of honor and prestige, the truth of the matter was that Enforcers basically did the geroi’s grunt work. The gerotus made the laws, and we made sure they were followed. We were the tax collectors, the police, the soldiers, all in one. We kept the plivoi in their places, and we kept the geroi’s hands clean.

When I reached adolescence, I was apprenticed to an officer who taught me everything there was to know about the job I’d been assigned. Even as a patroin, my education was limited. I knew how to read and write, how to use an earpiece and interact with a System panel. This, I suppose, set me apart from the plivoi, who were lucky if they could read a few sentences at most. But in retrospect, I realize my education was entirely structured to make me a useful tool for the geroi. History, philosophy, the subjects that encouraged critical thinking—those were reserved for the ruling class, the handful of geroi who control the destiny of everyone on Iamos. But at the time, none of that mattered to me. I was a patroin, and so I was above. Enforcing the will of the geroi was more than just my duty, it was an honor. It was a calling I was blessed to have been born into. I believed that.

Then.

It was just a few months before my enilikin when Ketros—the Enforcer I was assigned to—and I were sent out to a farm in the valley near the inland sea. Construction on Bright Horizon had been completed the year before I started my apprenticeship, but life was still livable Outside, barely. The patroi had settled into the safety of their subterranean villas, where the thick rock walls provided an extra layer of protection against the deadly solar radiation of the world above; and, after a long process of applications and screening, the eugenicists had finalized their admittance list, hand-picking the plivoi drudges who would be given the gift of life in exchange for service to the geroi. Their less worthy, less useful peers, on the other hand, had a choice: peaceful euthanasia, or the slow death of exposure and suffocation Outside.

And I got to be the one to deliver the verdict of life and death to the plivoi. Me and Ketros.

The once-fertile valley the farm was nestled in had become all but a desert by the day Ketros and I rode our gurzas down the slopes of the surrounding hills. The air that whistled through my nostrils was dry and bitterly cold. I could see a narrow strip of green bisected by a tiny trickle of a stream that was all but gone, leeched away by the vicious winds that sapped more of our atmosphere every day. Parched, dead shoots, remnants of failed crops, checkered the rusty patchwork of ground.

At the foot of the hill, I touched a finger to my earpiece, pulling up a System panel outlining all the details about this case. The System was the very heart of Iamos. It was more than a computer—had become much greater than that centuries ago. It was linked into our nervous systems, responding to our thoughts, manipulating our hearing and our vision. It knew the thoughts of every living being on Iamos, networking our brains inside and out. It connected everyone on the planet, ensuring that the edicts were fulfilled and alerting the Enforcers of any deviation.

We were nearly upon the farmhouse when a middle-aged woman hurried out to greet us. She seemed nervous, rubbing her hands on the fabric of her clothing. “Kyrios, Kyrin,” she said with a shaky voice. “You honor us with your presence. My partner and our apprentice are out in the field right now, but they’ll have seen your gurzas and should be here shortly.”

“Very well,” Ketros replied, sounding bored. “We’ll wait for them inside.” He didn’t wait for her to invite us in. A patros needed no invitation from a plivoin. As I followed him inside, I thought I noticed a shadow of movement behind the dirty glass of one of the windows of the house. I watched it with narrowed eyes momentarily, then continued through the door into the front room of the small abode.

We remained in silence for a few minutes, Ketros seated in a dingy armchair with an expression of marked disinterest on his face; myself perched on the edge of a creaking woven fiber stool; and the plivoin shifting anxiously from one foot to the other as she stood deferentially in the doorway. Before long, we heard the clamor of footsteps hurrying up the front walkway, and the door flew open. An older man—surely the woman’s partner—hurried in, a cloud of red dust in his wake. “Maetrin,” the man gasped, short of breath, “Enforcers—”

“Yes, I showed them in,” the woman cut him off, trying to conceal the anxiety in her voice. I looked between them with interest. It seemed these plivoi were trying quite unsuccessfully to conceal something from us, although what they could possibly want to hide I couldn’t begin to guess.

A moment later, another man followed the first through the door. Although he was also coated in rusty dirt, I realized after a second glance that this one was very young—an adolescent, maybe half a year older than me. It was difficult to tell, he was so filthy. This would be the apprentice. He seemed much more composed than his elders; he took me and then Ketros in with a quick movement of his gray eyes and stepped forward, placing three fingers over his brow.

“Kyrii Enforcers,” he said smoothly, “to what do we owe the pleasure?”

“I won’t take up too much of your time,” Ketros replied, getting up from his seat. “We’re here on behalf of the geroi in regards to your petitions for admittance to Bright Horizon. After a thorough review process conducted by the eugenics council, the geroi have decided that admittance will be granted to your apprentice, Eos.” 

The two older plivoi exhaled in relief, and the man smiled reassuringly at the boy until Ketros went on, “However, they have, unfortunately, opted to deny your own petitions—”

The woman blanched, her already shaky knees buckling beneath her. As her partner rushed to her side to support her, Eos stepped forward angrily. “What?!” he all but exploded. “There must be some kind of mistake!”

“No mistake,” Ketros said, pulling up a System panel and rotating it to show the young man. The names and images of the two farmers appeared, both with the word “denied” printed below in the New Standard Script. I wasn’t sure if the young man could read, but he seemed to get the gist, if his scornful glare was any indication.

“But, Kyrios,” the older man protested faintly, “we’ve served the Iamoi faithfully our whole lives. This farm was once the most productive in the valley—”

“Correct,” Ketros said. “Once. However, you must agree that you are now past your usefulness. Bright Horizon may be the second largest citidome on Iamos, but there is still only a limited amount of space. Food production is going to rely on new agricultural methods, not traditional farming.” Ketros’ voice was flat as he spoke, aloof and rehearsed. He’d given this speech a dozen times before, and he’d give it many more times before we were through. “The geroi greatly appreciate the contributions you have made to our people and our planet, but surely you must see that if we are to survive as a race, sacrifices must be made. Your time has come.” 

At this point the apprentice interrupted Ketros’ monologue with a very loud and vehement curse. I gawked at him in shocked incredulity. Never in my life had I seen a plivos talk back to a patros. And this one didn’t just argue, he was hurling obscenities. His nerve might be admirable if it wasn’t so damned stupid.

“So what are you saying?” the apprentice raged. “You’re just going to abandon them out here to die? Because of their age?! Maetrin and Phados get to smother to death out here with no air while even the oldest of the patroi live in comfort, safe in their precious domes?!”

“You need to watch your language, young man,” Ketros snapped, his disinterest quickly replaced with hard fury. I noticed his hand had slipped down to the holster on his hip.

I stepped in hastily, trying to keep the situation in hand. “We will not be abandoning them to the elements,” I explained, my voice level and firm. “In fact, in recognition of their years of service to our people, the geroi are offering them the option of a peaceful death by euthanasia”—I glanced over at the elders, who were looking resolutely at the floor—“which can be scheduled at your convenience.”

Eos spluttered wordlessly at me for a moment, then asked, “That’s supposed to make it better? Giving them the option to get put down like animals?”

“Look, I don’t know what you’re so upset about,” I said. “The geroi granted you admittance to the dome.”

“I don’t care about that,” Eos spat at me, and I doubled back in surprise. “Maetrin and Phados—”

“I have to say, boy, I’m a little concerned that you keep calling them that,” Ketros said coldly. “You must have been born after the Progression. You know we don’t use those words anymore. There are no parents on Iamos. None but the geroi.”

The expression Eos gave Ketros was one that almost
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