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CHAPTER 1
The Victory
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Vander Vanz woke at 4:58, two minutes before his alarm, as he had every morning for the past eleven years. It was a biological imperative that separated the rulers from the ruled. The ruled slept because they were exhausted from work; the rulers woke because the world required their hands on its throat.

He lay still in the darkness, listening. The mansion breathed around him—the tick of pipes cooling, the rhythm of the early shift changing in the guardhouse. It was the expensive silence of the District of America. Down in the basin, the silence was different; it was a terrified quiet. Up here, silence was an amenity, filtered through triple-paned glass and active noise-canceling.

He rose without disturbing the sheets, swinging his legs out of bed with a fluid motion. He could picture Delilah down the hall, curled on her side, one hand tucked beneath her pillow, clutching the ceramic shard she had sharpened against the stone of the fireplace. He knew it was there. He never took it. Hope, he had found, was a necessary nutrient for a prisoner, just like Vitamin D or protein. If you took away the hope of murder, they withered.

He moved through the pre-dawn darkness to the room adjacent to his bedroom—a private space no servant entered, no guard patrolled. The exercise equipment was simple: a pull-up bar, a rowing machine that had been stripped of its PatrioticXX-Smart-Screen because Vander refused to let an appliance tell him he was doing a great job, and free weights arranged by size on a wooden rack. He began his routine. Row. Return. Row. Return. It was an exercise in futility, expending energy to go nowhere, which Vander often thought was the perfect metaphor for the Governant itself.

As his muscles warmed and the sweat began to slick his skin, his mind drifted backward, as it often did in the quiet hours, to the beginning. Not the public beginning—the speeches, the elections, the ribbons cut—but the real beginning. He remembered the archives. Before he was Governor, before he was a monster, he had been a filing clerk in the National Archives and Records Administration. He had risen to power not through violence, but through grammar. He was the only man in the department who knew how to use a semi-colon and the only one who actually read the reports before approving them. He remembered the day he found the error in the water allocation spreadsheet—a decimal point drifted to the left by a lazy intern who was watching a reality show on his wrist-comms. That decimal point would have dehydrated a state. Vander had fixed it. He hadn't told anyone; he had just fixed it. That was the day he realized he was the only adult in a room full of dangerous toddlers.

He finished his set, breathing hard, the endorphins flooding his system. He wasn't just working out; he was sharpening the blade. If he softened, if he allowed himself the paunch and the wheeze of a man like Governor Frankling, he would be dead within a week. Frankling. The thought of the man made Vander curl his lip in the dark. Frankling, who was currently Governor of State 7, was a creature of pure appetite, a man who treated governance like an all-you-can-eat buffet. Frankling believed power was the ability to eat lobster while others ate paste. Vander knew that power was the ability to eat paste while you owned the lobster.

Forty-five minutes later, he showered in water that was chillingly cold. The hot water heater worked perfectly—he had fixed it himself—but he preferred the shock. It reminded him he was alive. He dressed in the same clothes he wore every day: dark trousers, a gray shirt, black boots polished to military standard. His wardrobe held fourteen identical sets. Decisions about clothing were decisions wasted on vanity, a resource leak he could not afford. Let Frankling wear his gold-braided epaulets and his velvet sashes; let him look like a dictator from a bad opera. Vander wore the uniform of work.

Mrs. Neat had left his breakfast on the small table by the east window, as she did each morning: black coffee, two eggs prepared without oil, a single slice of bread with no butter. "Good morning, Governor," she said from the doorway, her voice carefully neutral, a marvel of gray tones. "Mrs. Neat," he responded without looking up. She retreated to her duties. She was a good woman. She understood that silence was the highest form of loyalty. She also probably wanted to poison him.

He ate while reviewing the morning reports, a stack of folders arranged by priority on the table's edge. He picked up the first one: Agricultural Output. It was a disaster, of course. The drought was persisting, but the report, written by some mid-level sycophant in the Department of Agriculture, referred to it as "Unscheduled Hydrological Conservatism." Vander sighed, circling the phrase with his red pen. This was why he had to be hard. He was surrounded by idiots who thought they could rename reality. They thought if they called starvation "Caloric Streamlining," the hunger pangs wouldn't hurt.

He flipped to the next file. Manufacturing Quotas, Upper Midwest. Met, barely. But there was a note attached from the regional manager requesting an increase in the PatrioticXX-Stimulant ration for the factory workers. Apparently, twelve-hour shifts were difficult without chemical assistance. Vander approved it. Efficiency required fuel, even if that fuel burned out the engine eventually.

He picked up the security briefing. Resistance Activity. A pamphlet distribution in State 7. A suspected safe house. Rumors of weapons caching near the old seminary. It was all so... tedious. The resistance thought they were fighting a war of ideology. They thought they were fighting for Freedom or Liberty, words that had lost their meaning years ago. They didn't understand that they were actually fighting against logistics. They were fighting against supply chains and actuarial tables.

He opened the fourth folder. Conversion Status. This was where the real work happened. Thirty-seven active cases. Rebels, dissidents, idealists who had taken up arms or words against the Governant and who now sat in facilities across the country, waiting. Not for execution. Vander considered execution a failure of imagination. Any thug could pull a trigger. It took an artist to change a mind. He ran his finger down the list until he found Johann Browne. Former resistance leader, responsible for the bombing of a supply depot that killed four guards and a clerk. A man of passion. 

Vander had visited him six times over eighteen months. He hadn't brought pliers or electrodes; he had brought books. He had brought tea. During their last conversation, Browne had wept. Not from pain—Vander found torture distasteful and unreliable—but from the crushing weight of logic. Vander had simply walked him through the math of his revolution. He had shown Browne the supply manifests for the depot he bombed. "You thought you were destroying weapons," Vander had told him gently. "But that depot held insulin. It held water filters. You didn't strike a blow against tyranny, Johann. You killed four working-class men who were just trying to feed their families, and you destroyed the medical supplies for an orphanage. That is the reality of your bomb. The explosion didn't liberate anyone. It just made the world dirtier."

Browne was ready. Another week, perhaps two, and he would sign the confession. He would appear on the broadcast, not as a broken man with swollen eyes, but as a man who had seen the light. He would renounce violence. He would praise the order of the Governant. And then Vander would give him a job. He would put Browne in charge of logistics for that same district. He would turn the bomber into a builder. That was true power. Killing an enemy was temporary; converting him was eternal.

He took a sip of his black coffee. It was bitter. Perfect. The contrast between his methods and Frankling’s was stark. Frankling wanted public floggings. He wanted heads on spikes. He wanted to rule by fear because he lacked the intellect to rule by necessity. Frankling was the kind of man who would burn down a forest to kill a single wolf, never realizing that the forest was of far greater benefit.

Vander checked his watch. 6:00 AM. The sun was rising, struggling through the smog layer that blanketed the basin. He gathered the folders, stacked them neatly, and walked down the hall to Delilah’s door. He paused outside, smoothing his uniform. He checked his reflection in the hallway mirror. He looked tired. The gray at his temples was spreading, a slow invasion of frost.

He knocked once—a courtesy he always extended—and entered without waiting for a response. A habit he also practiced. Delilah was sitting up in bed, the sheets pooled at her waist, wearing the silk nightgown he'd given her. It was a beautiful shade of blue, bringing out the ice in her eyes. She didn't startle at his entrance anymore. That flinch, that sudden intake of breath—that had taken years to train out of her. It was progress.

"Good morning," he said, and settled onto the edge of her bed. Not too close. He respected the perimeter. "Did you sleep?" "Some." Her voice was quiet, careful. She watched him the way one watches weather—looking for signs, predicting storms. She was analyzing him, he knew. She was looking for the mood, the angle. She was a survivor, his Delilah. That was why he had chosen her. That was why he had kept her when the Senate suggested she was a liability. 

It would not be accurate to say that he loved her, but it would not be entirely inaccurate. She was his creation, his possession, his responsibility, and he cared for her in some primordial way that predated the concept of modern love. Vander studied her face in the morning light. She was still beautiful. More beautiful, perhaps, than when he'd first seen her a decade ago, before he'd known her name, before he'd understood what she would come to mean. Suffering had refined her features, sharpened what had once been soft. He reached out and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. She held very still under his touch. Vander was not always a monster. No man can be a monster twenty-four hours a day. Sometimes, he was just a man who wanted his wife to look at him without calculating the distance to the door.

"I've been thinking about what you said last week," he told her. "About the garden. You were right. It's been neglected." He let his hand fall to the blanket, resting near her hip but not touching. "I've arranged for new soil to be brought in. Whatever you want to plant, you may plant. Roses. Nightshade. I don't care." Something flickered in her eyes—surprise, perhaps, or suspicion. She had learned not to trust his gifts. She knew that in Vander’s world, every gift came with an invoice attached.

"Thank you," she said, and the words cost her something. He could see it in the tension of her jaw, the way her throat worked. "You don't have to thank me, Delilah. You're my wife." He said it gently, the way one might remind a child of an obvious truth, like gravity goes down or fire burns. "I want you to be happy here. I've always wanted that. You know that, don't you? Everything I do—the walls, the guards, the rules—it’s to keep the Franklings of the world from putting their greasy hands on you." She nodded. It was not agreement. It was acknowledgment that he had spoken, that a response was required, that she understood the rules of this particular game. 

Vander let the silence hold for a moment. He enjoyed the silence with her. It was the only honest thing they shared. Then he leaned forward, just slightly, and pressed a kiss to her forehead—brief, almost paternal. She smelled of lavender soap and something underneath it, something that was simply her. "You made the right choice," he said quietly, his lips still close to her skin. "Whatever happens in the days ahead, whatever you hear about the resistance, whatever lies the radio pirates broadcast—you made the right choice."

He pulled back and met her eyes. She looked at him the way she always looked at him: with the careful blankness of a woman who had learned to hide everything that mattered. "I have meetings until noon," he said, rising from the bed. "The Senate is panicking about the grain quotas again. They want to cut the rations. I have to go down there and explain to them that hungry people don't work, they just riot."

He walked to the door and paused with his hand on the frame. He looked back at her, a small figure in a large bed, surrounded by the luxury he had provided. "Delilah," he said, and waited until she looked at him. "I know what you keep under your pillow." Her eyes widened, just a fraction. A crack in the mask.

"I understand the comfort it provides," he continued, his voice soft, reasonable. "Everyone needs an exit strategy. But if you ever decide to use it... aim for the eye. The throat is harder than people think." He gave her a small, tight smile—not mocking, but educational. "Have a good day, my love." He left her sitting in the gray morning light, the sheets still pooled at her waist, her face perfectly composed, her hand sliding slowly, instinctively, under the pillow.
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CHAPTER 2
The Glutton
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Governor Frankling woke at 11:42 AM. His head throbbed with the dull ache of a champagne hangover, a sensation that felt less like a headache and more like a punishment. He didn't rise immediately; rising was for the working class. Instead, Frankling wallowed as he sank deeper into the mattress.

He kicked out a leg, heavy and uncoordinated, his foot connecting with something soft and warm. A groan came from the bottom of the bed, followed by the rustle of linens. Frankling frowned, squinting against the dim light. He didn't remember who was in the bed with him. Memory arrived in fragmented flashes. He remembered a violinist playing something frantic and discordant while guests cheered. He remembered a silver platter piled high with food. And there had been dancers—a pair of twins from the academy, their skin dusted with gold powder? Or perhaps it had been triplets? It didn't matter. In the harsh light of nearly noon, they were no longer guests or lovers. They were clutter.

"Out," he croaked, his voice thick with sleep. The bodies in the bed shifted, confused and slow. This irritated him. "Everyone out. Now."

He reached for the bedside table, his hand fumbling until it found the cherub-shaped bell. He rang it violently. The heavy oak door burst open instantly, as if the person on the other side had been standing with their ear pressed against the wood waiting. His valet, a thin, nervous man named Timothy, rushed in with a tray balanced precariously
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