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Dedicated to our future grandchildren.


"They were told the old monster had died in a bunker, but monsters do not die."
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Chapter One
The Algorithm of Mercy

By the time Ana Torres found her name on the deportation list, the government had already learned to call cruelty by gentler names.

They did not say exile.

They said relocation.

They did not say purge.

They said national correction.

They did not say undesirables.

They said marked citizens.

The words moved through the country like anesthesia. They softened the blow before the knife went in. On television, clean-faced anchors explained it with calm voices and bright studio lighting. Behind them, animated maps showed arrows flowing away from the Republic’s interior, toward fenced processing zones near the borders. The arrows were blue. The borders were gold. The people were dots.

No one ever showed faces.

Ana sat alone in the office of Vane & Reed Investigations and watched one of those maps glow on the wall screen across from her desk.

The broadcast called the program The National Integrity Transfer Initiative.

The streets called it the rounding.

The people who vanished had stopped calling it anything at all.

Outside the office window, winter rain slid down the glass in crooked silver lines. The city looked tired beneath it, all concrete, sirens, surveillance drones, and old neon signs that still remembered when America had pretended to be free. A black government transport moved slowly along the avenue below. It looked like a school bus redesigned by men who hated children.

Ana watched it stop at the curb.

Two officers stepped out.

They wore gray uniforms with white armbands and carried tablets instead of paper. That was the new way. No warrants. No judges. No signatures. Just a screen, a name, a risk score, and the beautiful lie that a machine had made the decision without hatred.

The officers entered the apartment building across the street.

Ana did not move.

She counted the seconds.

At forty-two, a woman screamed.

At sixty, a child began crying.

At ninety-three, the officers came back out with a man in slippers, a teenage girl in a school sweater, and an old woman clutching a plastic grocery bag to her chest as though it contained the last proof she had ever existed.

The man kept saying, “There must be a mistake.”

One of the officers looked bored.

The girl looked directly at Ana’s window.

Ana stepped back from the glass.

That was the part no one understood until the moment arrived. The list did not care whether you were guilty. The list did not care whether you had voted, paid taxes, loved your children, buried your parents, or served the country in a uniform. The list did not care if your name had been added by accident, malice, mathematics, or the bored keystroke of a clerk in a basement.

Once you were marked, the world adjusted around your removal.

Your bank account froze first.

Then your medical access.

Then your travel clearance.

Then your citizenship record developed what the system called an “irregularity.”

After that, people stopped answering when you called.

Ana turned away from the window and looked down at the open notebook on her desk.

It had belonged to Spencer.

The cover was black leather, cracked at the spine, softened by years of being carried in coat pockets, glove boxes, hotel rooms, and the hidden corners of dangerous investigations. Spencer had written in pencil, always pencil, because ink was too confident. His handwriting slanted hard to the right, as if every sentence were running from something.

Ana had received the notebook three days earlier from Spencer’s daughter, Vanessa Cole.

It had come wrapped in brown paper with no return address.

Inside, on the first page, Spencer had written only one sentence.

If they ever start moving people by category, find the man who taught them categories.

Ana had read the sentence twenty times.

Then she had read the rest.

Spencer had been dead for years, but the notebook felt alive in her hands. It contained names, dates, fragments of interviews, newspaper clippings, sketches of circles connected by arrows, and one phrase repeated so often that it seemed less like evidence than a warning.

The White List.

Ana turned another page.

There he was again.

Arthur Voss.

Senior Advisor to the President.

Architect of Civic Purity.

Founder of the Republic School Initiative.

Publicly, Voss was a ghost in a suit. He rarely appeared on camera. When he did, he stood behind the President’s right shoulder with pale hands folded, his face long and bloodless, his hair combed so neatly it looked carved. He never shouted. He never sneered. He did not need to. Men like Voss understood that the most violent ideas traveled best when spoken softly.

Spencer had written beside his name:

He does not hate democracy because it failed. He hates it because it included people he despised.

Ana sat very still.

Rain tapped the window.

The wall screen continued broadcasting.

A government minister, smiling with practiced sorrow, explained that the Republic had reached “a demographic emergency.” Too many citizens, he said, depended on the state. Too many citizens resisted integration. Too many citizens weakened unity by clinging to old identities, old histories, old grievances.

Ana muted the screen.

She had heard enough.

The country had been preparing for this for years. First came the color codes. Then the loyalty ratings. Then the citizenship audits. Then the school reforms. Then the emergency laws. Each step had seemed impossible until it happened, and once it happened, everyone was told to be mature about it.

Now the AI executives were appearing before congressional committees with polished smiles and expensive grief.

They said the algorithm was neutral.

They said population pressure threatened national stability.

They said automation had made large sections of the public economically unnecessary.

They said the Republic could no longer afford disorder.

They said the President had asked for humane solutions.

And somehow, from all those humane solutions, the transport buses came at dawn.

Ana reached for Spencer’s notebook and found the page she had marked with a red paperclip.

Spencer had drawn a diagram.

At the top: THE PRESIDENT.

Below him: ARTHUR VOSS.

Below Voss: AI EXECUTIVE COUNCIL.

Below that: THE ALGORITHM.

And beneath the algorithm, in Spencer’s small, furious handwriting:

THE PEOPLE WHO DISAPPEAR.

Ana’s phone buzzed.

She did not answer at first.

The office had been too quiet all morning, the kind of quiet that made every sound feel deliberate. Eli Vane was out following a lead near the old federal records annex. Tasha Reed had gone underground two nights earlier after one of her sketches had triggered a facial-recognition alert. Ana had slept three hours in two days and had begun to feel as though the whole city were holding its breath.

The phone buzzed again.

Unknown number.

Ana answered.

“Torres.”

For a moment, there was only static.

Then a man’s voice said, “You opened the notebook.”

Ana stood.

“Who is this?”

“You were supposed to burn it.”

Ana looked toward the window, then toward the office door.

“Spencer didn’t leave instructions like that.”

“No,” the man said. “He wouldn’t.”

“Then you knew him.”

“I knew what he was afraid of.”

Ana moved to the desk drawer and took out her pistol.

The voice lowered.

“Listen carefully. There’s a live list. Not the public one. Not the one they read from at processing centers. The real list. The machine updates it every six hours.”

“What machine?”

“You already know.”

Ana looked at Spencer’s diagram.

“The deportation algorithm.”

“The government calls it MERCY.”

Ana almost laughed, but the sound died before it left her throat.

Of course they did.

MERCY.

The Machine for Emergency Relocation and Civic Yield.

Spencer had written that acronym in the notebook, too, circled so hard the pencil had torn the paper.

“What about it?” Ana asked.

There was a pause.

Then the man said, “Your name is on it.”

Ana did not speak.

The rain seemed louder now.

The office seemed smaller.

“How do you know that?”

“Because I put a mirror inside the system.”

“Eli?”

“No.”

“Then who?”

“Someone who still thinks Spencer was right.”

Ana gripped the phone harder.

“What does the list say?”

“It says you are classified Black.”

Ana closed her eyes.

The old color code. The one the Republic said had been discontinued. Citizens marked Black were considered permanent threats to national continuity. Children marked Orange were considered recoverable if removed from the home early enough. Those were the categories no one admitted existed.

“And the order?” she asked.

“Active.”

“When?”

“Tonight.”

Ana opened her eyes.

Across the street, the transport bus pulled away from the curb.

The old woman inside was pressed against the window, her grocery bag still clutched to her chest.

Ana watched the bus turn the corner and disappear.

The man on the phone kept talking.

“There’s more. Spencer found out where Voss’s doctrine came from. It wasn’t just population control. It wasn’t just deportation. That’s only the first stage.”

Ana picked up the notebook and flipped toward the final pages.

She already knew what he was going to say.

The Republic Schools.

Spencer had been obsessed with them.

At first, Ana had thought they were just indoctrination centers, another patriotic curriculum built by frightened men who wanted children to stand straight, salute flags, and mistrust books. But the deeper Spencer dug, the uglier it became.

Voss did not simply want obedience.

He wanted replacement.

Once the “marked” were removed, once the Republic had been purified into his fantasy of whiteness, the remaining children would be shaped into a new ruling class. They would be taken from ordinary schools and placed into elite academies where they would learn not how to think, but how to dominate.

Spencer had copied the proposed curriculum in full.

Ana looked at it now.

Radical Ideology.

Authoritarian Leadership.

Extreme Nationalism.

Militarism.

Anti-Communism.

Propaganda and Mass Emotion.

Terror and Control.

Hatred of Democracy.

And beneath that, in Spencer’s handwriting, written with visible disgust:

Hatred of Black and Brown people. Hatred as civic virtue. Hatred as graduation requirement.

Ana felt something cold pass through her.

Not fear.

Recognition.

Every dictatorship needed a story about purity. Every purge needed a classroom. Every atrocity needed children taught early enough to believe it was normal.

“What does Voss call it?” Ana asked.

The man on the phone answered quietly.

“The Second Founding.”

Ana looked back at the muted wall screen.

The President was speaking now. His mouth moved without sound. Behind him hung the Republic flag, bright and enormous, its colors sharpened by studio lights. Beside him stood Arthur Voss.

Pale.

Patient.

Almost invisible.

The President smiled as if he had discovered a solution.

Voss did not smile at all.

Ana unmuted the broadcast.

The President’s voice filled the office.

“Tonight, we begin the difficult but necessary work of saving this nation from collapse. We do not act in hatred. We act in mercy. We do not remove citizens. We restore order. We do not punish families. We protect the future.”

Ana turned the volume down but not off.

She wanted to hear the lie breathe.

On the desk, Spencer’s notebook lay open to the last page.

Ana had avoided that page until now. Maybe because she feared it would contain a goodbye. Maybe because part of her still believed that if she did not read the final words, Spencer would remain unfinished, still out there somewhere, cigarette smoke in his coat, pencil behind his ear, chasing the kind of truth that got men killed.

She turned the notebook toward her.

The final page contained only four lines.

Ana—

If Voss wins, the country will not merely change governments.

It will change souls.

Burn the list before they teach the children to love it.

A knock came at the office door.

Ana froze.

Three slow knocks.

Not Eli’s rhythm.

Not Tasha’s.

The phone went dead in her hand.

On the wall screen, the President continued speaking about mercy.

The knock came again.

Ana stood and raised the pistol.

“Who is it?”

No answer.

She moved silently across the office, keeping to the side of the door where the cameras in the hall would have the worst angle. Her heart beat steadily now. Fear could come later. Fear was for people with time.

A white envelope slid under the door.

Ana waited.

Footsteps retreated down the hall.

She opened the door fast, pistol ready.

The corridor was empty.

At the far end, the elevator doors were closing.

Ana caught only a glimpse of someone inside.

A gray sleeve.

A pale hand.

Then the doors shut.

She locked the office door, picked up the envelope, and carried it back to her desk.

There was no name on it.

No stamp.

No seal.

Inside was a single printed page.

A government transport order.

Her photograph appeared in the upper-left corner.

Her full name appeared beneath it.

ANA TORRES.

Classification: BLACK.

Threat Index: SEVERE.

Disposition: TRANSFER.

Scheduled Action: 23:40 HOURS.

At the bottom of the page was a note written in pencil.

Spencer’s pencil.

Or a perfect imitation of it.

Run if you want to live. Stay if you want to know why.

Ana looked at the clock.

6:12 p.m.

Five hours and twenty-eight minutes.

She folded the transfer order and placed it inside Spencer’s notebook.

Then she turned off the wall screen, loaded her pistol, and reached for her coat.

Outside, the rain kept falling on the city.

The buses kept moving.

And somewhere inside the Republic, an algorithm named MERCY had decided that Ana Torres no longer belonged to the country she had spent her life trying to save.


Chapter Two
The Man Who Taught Categories

Ana Torres had learned a long time ago that panic was useful only if you kept it on a leash.

Unleashed, panic made noise. It made you drop keys, forget exits, stare too long at locked doors, and trust the wrong voice on the phone. Panic wanted to run in a straight line toward the nearest promise of safety, and in the Republic, straight lines were how people got caught.

So Ana did not run.

Not at first.

She stood in the middle of the Vane & Reed office with her coat half on, Spencer's notebook open on the desk, the transfer order folded inside it like a death certificate waiting for a signature. Outside the window, the rain made the city blur. Headlights smeared across wet pavement. Surveillance drones drifted between buildings with the slow confidence of things that did not need sleep.

The clock on the wall read 6:16 p.m.

Five hours and twenty-four minutes.

At 23:40 hours, according to the printed order, the state would come for her. Gray uniforms. White armbands. Tablets. Bored faces. No warrant. No argument. No trial. Just a risk score and a vehicle with tinted windows.

She looked down at the page again.

ANA TORRES.

Classification: BLACK.

Threat Index: SEVERE.

Disposition: TRANSFER.

The word transfer was almost elegant. That was what made it obscene. It sounded like paperwork, not a woman dragged out of her office and put on a bus with old people, children, and men still wearing slippers because the state never waited for anyone to dress properly before destroying their life.

Ana slipped the transfer order into Spencer's notebook and closed the cover.

"Stay if you want to know why," she whispered.

The sentence bothered her more than the order itself.

Run if you want to live. Stay if you want to know why.

That was not only a warning. It was a choice. Spencer, or someone using Spencer's hand, had placed a door in front of her. One side led to survival. The other led deeper into the machine.

Ana had spent her life walking through the wrong doors.

She moved quickly now.

First, she turned off the office lights, leaving only the desk lamp burning low. Then she crossed to the filing cabinet behind Eli's desk and unlocked the bottom drawer. Eli believed in digital storage, encrypted drives, dead drops, hidden servers, and the kind of passwords that looked like mental illness to normal people. Ana believed in paper, too. Paper could burn. Paper could be hidden in walls. Paper did not report your pulse rate to a government health index.

Inside the drawer were four emergency envelopes marked in Eli's tight handwriting.

FIRE.

POLICE.

MONEY.

NO QUESTIONS.

Ana took the one marked NO QUESTIONS.

It contained a burner phone, two ration cards, three hundred Republic dollars, a transit pass registered to the name Elena Marsh, and a thin plastic identification card with Ana's photograph but someone else's life printed across it.

She almost smiled.

Eli was paranoid in the way good detectives were paranoid. He did not believe danger was coming. He believed danger had already rented the room next door.

Ana pocketed the phone and money. She tucked the fake identification into the lining of her coat, then returned to her desk. From the top drawer she took a second magazine for the pistol, a small flashlight, and an old photograph she had not meant to keep.

Spencer stood in the photograph beside her on a winter sidewalk years ago, both of them younger, both of them pretending they had not been afraid. His coat collar was turned up against the wind. A cigarette hung between two fingers. Ana remembered the day. They had just lost a witness. Not misplaced. Lost. The kind of lost that meant a file went missing, a judge stopped returning calls, and a man who had promised to testify never came home.

Spencer had looked at her afterward and said, "The law is a room, Ana. You have to ask who owns the building."

She had laughed then because she thought he was being dramatic.

She did not laugh now.

A sound came from the hallway.

Not a knock.

A scrape.

Ana killed the desk lamp.

The office dropped into gray shadow.

She moved to the side wall, pistol in both hands, and listened.

The scrape came again, faint but deliberate. Something at the lock. Not a key. A tool.

Ana's breathing slowed.

Whoever stood outside had arrived too soon to be the transport unit. The state worked in schedules when it wanted you frightened. But men like Arthur Voss did not always use schedules. Sometimes they sent someone early to see what kind of animal they were hunting.

The lock clicked.

Ana aimed at the door.

A pause.

Then the door opened two inches.

A small black cylinder rolled across the floor.

Ana moved before it stopped.

She kicked it hard toward the coat rack and dropped behind Eli's desk, pulling her scarf over her mouth.

The cylinder burst with a soft cough.

White gas filled the air.

Not smoke. Suppression mist. Chemical, fast, designed for offices and apartments where the government wanted bodies alive enough to transport and quiet enough not to embarrass the ministry.

Ana kept low.

A figure entered through the haze.

Gray uniform. White armband. Mask. Tablet clipped to one wrist. The officer held a stun baton angled downward, casual as a man entering a room he already owned.

Ana waited until he took three steps inside.

Then she shot the tablet.

The gunshot cracked through the office like a door slamming in God's face.

Sparks jumped from the officer's wrist. He shouted, more surprised than hurt. Ana rose and drove her shoulder into him before he could lift the baton. They hit the bookcase together. Spencer's old case files spilled over them in a dirty paper avalanche.

The officer was heavier than she expected.

He swung once. The baton kissed the edge of her sleeve and electricity snapped along her arm. Pain flashed white through her shoulder. Ana gritted her teeth and slammed the pistol grip into the side of his mask. Once. Twice. The plastic cracked. He stumbled.

She hooked one foot behind his ankle and shoved.

He went down hard.

Ana took his baton, pressed it against the seam of his mask, and fired the charge.

His body jerked.

Then he lay still, breathing but useless.

Ana coughed into her scarf. Her eyes burned. The mist was thinning, but not fast enough. She dragged the officer behind the desk and checked his belt.

No badge name. No personal identifier. Only a unit code.

MERCY FIELD COMPLIANCE.

She searched his pockets and found a second envelope.

This one was not white.

It was cream-colored, thick, expensive, sealed with an embossed Republic eagle.

Ana broke it open.

Inside was a note printed on heavy paper.

Miss Torres,

You have been invited to participate in a preliminary clarification interview regarding irregularities in your civic standing. Cooperation may result in reclassification. Resistance will be interpreted as confirmation.

A vehicle has been dispatched.

A. Voss

Ana stared at the signature.

Arthur Voss had sent the officer himself.

Not the President. Not a ministry clerk. Not an algorithm.

Voss.

For one brief moment, the whole city seemed to narrow around that name.

Senior Advisor to the President.

Architect of Civic Purity.

Founder of the Republic School Initiative.

The man who taught categories.

Ana folded the note and placed it beside Spencer's notebook. Then she took the officer's radio and listened.

Static.

Then a woman's voice: "Unit Four, confirm containment."

Ana did not answer.

"Unit Four, confirm containment."

Ana looked at the unconscious officer.

The voice sharpened. "Unit Four, report status."

Ana pressed the button and lowered her voice into a rasp.

"Subject not present."

A pause.

"Repeat."

"Subject not present," Ana said. "Office empty."

Another pause.

Then: "Hold location. Secondary sweep inbound."

Ana released the button.

That gave her minutes. Maybe less.

She grabbed Spencer's notebook, shoved it into the inside pocket of her coat, and crossed to the back wall of the office. Vane & Reed Investigations occupied the fourth floor of an old building that had once housed dentists, accountants, divorce lawyers, and one doomed travel agency that kept posters of beaches in the window long after travel became something only approved citizens could do.

The office had one official exit.

It also had an unofficial one.

Eli had found it the week they moved in, behind a warped panel in the storage room. An old maintenance shaft ran down through the building to the basement. It smelled like rust, dust, and every secret the city had forgotten to bury.

Ana entered the storage room and pushed aside a stack of broken printers. The panel behind them had no handle. She pressed two fingers into the crack near the floor and pulled. The wood came free with a soft groan.

Cold air breathed out of the darkness.

Ana climbed inside.

The shaft was narrow, metal, and slick with condensation. She closed the panel behind her and descended the ladder by feel. Her shoulder throbbed where the stun baton had touched her. Her eyes watered from the gas. Every rung felt wet beneath her gloves.

Above her, somewhere in the office, men entered.

She heard boots.

A voice.

Then another.

"Unit Four is down."

"Find her."

Ana kept climbing down.

The shaft carried sound strangely. Their words seemed to fall past her like loose screws.

"She has the notebook."

"Voss wants her alive."

"Why?"

"Don't ask why."

There it was again.

Why.

Stay if you want to know why.

Ana reached the bottom and dropped into the basement.

The old boiler room was mostly dark. Pipes ran along the ceiling like black veins. A maintenance light flickered near the far wall. The air smelled of mildew and old heat. Somewhere, water dripped steadily into a metal pan.

Ana moved between storage cages and rusted equipment until she reached the service door leading to the alley.

She stopped before opening it.

A camera watched the alley. She knew because she had watched Eli disable it three times, and each time the city installed a newer one. The latest model looked like a small white insect tucked beneath the fire escape. It tracked movement, faces, gait, heat signature, and probably guilt.

Ana pulled the officer's mask from her coat pocket.

She had taken it without thinking.

Now she slipped it on.

The
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