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1. The Empire of Glass 

1.1 The public story: newsfeeds, elections, and spotless façades 

On most days, the Empire of Glass looked exactly as advertised. 

The morning newsfeeds slid across apartment walls in clean panels of light, citizens scrolling 
through headlines with fingertip gestures and tiny eye movements. Markets were up, crime was 
down, an infrastructure project was ahead of schedule, and a historic compromise had just 
been reached between two rival parties over how to fund schools without raising taxes. There 
was always a historic compromise. The feeds loved that phrase. 

In the capital, the towers were mirrored from street to sky. The government complex especially: 
a cluster of crystalline structures that caught the sun and threw it back onto the city in sharp, 
reassuring reflections. Every surface seemed to say the same thing: there are no shadows here. 

The Empire had three pillars it repeated like a litany. 

First, the Law. Every schoolchild could recite the slogan printed on their civics textbooks: no one 
is above it. The feeds ran cheerful segments about minor officials caught taking bribes and 
sentenced to community service, proof that the system “worked.” Judges spoke in measured 
tones at conferences, praising transparency and accountability, citing case numbers like sacred 
verses. 

Second, the Market. There was always an index going up, a graph curving in the right direction, 
a startup celebrating its acquisition. When a corporation was caught selling something toxic, 
there was a ritual of contrition: public apology, record fine, reform initiative. Commentators 
shook their heads, declared that “the system is self-correcting,” and moved on. 

Third, the Vote. Every two years, screens filled with confetti graphics and turnout statistics. The 
Empire loved participation even more than outcome. It didn’t much matter which party 
controlled which chamber as long as the footage showed citizens lining up, dipping digital 
tokens into the ceremonial slot, emerging with little animated badges they could attach to their 
profiles. A shared ritual, broadcast in real time. 

From a distance, the Empire looked like a glass cathedral built to worship its own reflection. 

You could live an entire life inside that story. Many did. They worked, watched, voted, laughed 
at the right jokes, and died believing that whatever was wrong with the world, the Empire of 
Glass at least was trying. Its imperfections were presented as charming: a smudge on the 
window, not a crack in the foundation. 

If you wanted more than that, you did not find it in the feeds. You found it in the places where 
the glass was thick enough that you could not see in at all. 
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Those buildings did not gleam. They were matte, windowless, and guarded by polite men and 
women in suits who smiled and scanned your identification twice. You could tell which 
ministries mattered most by how little of them the city was allowed to see. 

Elias worked in one of those buildings. 

1.2 Elias, the junior records analyst, and his first hint of classified rot 

Elias Kade liked order. 

He liked the way documents aligned when you dragged them into labeled folders. He liked 
color-coded tags and metadata fields and the satisfying click of a record slotting into the right 
place in the archive. As a child, he had rearranged his toys by size, then by color, then by the 
sequence of numbers printed discreetly on their packaging. His mother had joked that he would 
grow up to be a librarian for the gods. 

He did not get the gods, but he did get something close. 

The Ministry of Information Integrity hired him straight out of university after he aced the 
pattern-recognition exams. The invitation had arrived on heavy, off-white card stock in a plain 
envelope. The return address said nothing more dramatic than “Administrative Services,” but his 
professors had all given him the same subtle look when he mentioned it: a mixture of pride and 
caution, as if he were being adopted by a powerful distant relative they were not sure they 
trusted. 

His job title was “Records Analyst, Junior Grade.” It sounded dull even to him. In practice, it 
meant he sat in a windowless room, surrounded by silent racks of servers, and monitored the 
health of the Empire’s memory. 

Every day, new entries flowed into the system: legal rulings, internal memos, field reports, 
financial transfers, surveillance logs, emergency briefings. Most were routine. A handful carried 
higher-clearance tags. Those he was not allowed to open, only verify their checksums and 
statuses. 

The first time he noticed something strange, it was an accident. 

He was running a consistency audit on a subset of records tied to an old criminal case, cross-
checking public summaries against internal logs. A minister had referred to the case in a speech 
about reform, and the ministry wanted to be sure that nothing in the internal files contradicted 
the official narrative. This was the sort of assignment Elias excelled at. 

The case involved a small ring of officials who had diverted funds from a housing project to shell 
companies. The public records showed investigation, prosecution, conviction. A neat arc. But as 
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Elias traced the thread through the internal system, he found a set of associated identifiers 
pointing to a locked classification cluster. 

This was not unusual in itself. Big cases often touched intelligence operations. What was odd 
was the timestamp. 

According to the public record, the investigation had begun in the spring of Year 18. The internal 
cluster carried a classification date three years earlier. Someone had been quietly logging 
material on the ring long before any official inquiry was opened. 

Elias frowned, made a note, and requested a limited peek at the metadata of the classified 
cluster. He did not ask for content. He knew better. He only wanted to check whether the 
mismatch was a technical error. 

His request came back with a denial that was technically polite and substantively empty. 

ACCESS NOT APPROVED. NO FURTHER CLARIFICATION AUTHORIZED. 

It was the “no further clarification” that made something in him stutter. Usually, even at his 
level, he got a phrase, a category: source protection, ongoing operation, foreign liaison. Some 
canned explanation. Here there was only the refusal, as if the system itself did not want 
language to touch whatever lay behind that date. 

He sat back in his chair, staring at the denial as if it might say more if he glared hard enough. The 
room hummed around him: fans, cooling systems, the soft thrum of the building’s air 
circulation. On the wall, a clock with no numbers ticked. 

He told himself that the mismatch could be anything. Maybe the classification date referred to a 
different matter in the same cluster. Maybe someone had misapplied an identifier. The Ministry 
of Information Integrity prided itself on order, but no system was perfect. 

Still, the denial lodged in his mind like a shard. 

That night, as he scrolled past the newsfeed’s cheerful segment on the housing reform the 
minister had just praised, he caught himself wondering: 

When exactly did the Empire decide it cared? 

It was a small thought, easily swallowed. Yet once it appeared, it seemed to glow faintly behind 
everything else—like a hairline crack invisible in normal light, visible only when the sun hits the 
window at a particular angle. 
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1.3 The whispered legend of “the Vaults” in agency break rooms 

The Ministry discouraged gossip. That was the official line. 

In practice, it had break rooms, and break rooms had bad coffee and tired people who needed 
to blow off steam. The walls might have been lined with sound-dampening panels, but human 
voices have always been better at penetrating barriers than microphones are at catching them. 

Elias ate most days with the same small orbit of colleagues: Lan from data hygiene, Tomas from 
redaction review, and Nira from physical records intake. They were all junior enough that none 
of them pretended to be important, which made them safe with one another. 

It was Lan who first mentioned the word. 

They had been talking about a news segment on whistleblowers. A former contractor had 
released a trove of internal messages from a regional police force, showing evidence planting 
and fabricated reports. The feeds were full of debates about “the appropriate balance between 
transparency and security,” which everyone in the Ministry knew was code for “how much 
embarrassment can we tolerate.” 

“That’s small stuff,” Tomas said around a mouthful of vending-machine sandwich. “Local cops. 
The Empire can afford that kind of transparency. It makes us look honest.” 

“You sound like a training video,” Nira said. 

“I’m saying,” Tomas went on, undeterred, “you think they’d broadcast this so loudly if it 
threatened anything central? Come on. There are layers, right? There’s what you can leak and 
still be called a hero, and then there’s what gets you disappeared.” 

Lan smirked. “Careful, that sounds like treason.” 

He rolled his eyes. “You know what I mean.” 

Lan stirred powdered creamer into her coffee and watched it clump. “In training,” she said 
casually, “one of the instructors made a joke about that. About layers.” 

Elias looked up. “What kind of joke?” 

“The kind that isn’t really a joke,” Lan answered. “We were doing the clearance briefing. They 
were explaining the classification levels, the usual. Confidential, secret, top secret, then the 
special compartments for signals and human sources. Someone asked if there was anything 
higher than that.” 

She paused, enjoying the way the others leaned in despite themselves. 

“The instructor smirked and said, ‘Sure. There’s the Vaults.’ Then he moved on.” 
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“The Vaults.” Tomas repeated the word slowly, as if tasting it. “Plural?” 

“That’s what he said.” 

Nira laughed. “That sounds like something they say to scare the kids. Ooh, behave, or you’ll end 
up in the Vaults with the other naughty files.” 

“Maybe,” Lan said. “But then he added, quieter, ‘If you ever see that word on a tasking, you 
didn’t.’” 

Elias felt the hairs on his arm rise. 

He had never seen the term in any system menu or classification guide. He had a good memory 
for labels; that was half his job. “Maybe it was a code name for a specific project,” he offered. 

“Maybe,” Lan said again. “Or maybe it’s where they put the things that don’t fit any of the 
ordinary boxes.” 

“Urban legend,” Nira declared. “Every ministry has one. My cousin works for Oversight and 
Ethics. They have this story about a basement archive full of reports no one ever acted on. They 
call it the Cemetery. The Vaults are probably just your version of the same ghost story.” 

Tomas shrugged. “Ghost story or not, the structure makes sense, doesn’t it? There are the 
secrets they need to keep for practical reasons. And then there are the ones that break the 
story if they ever get out. You wouldn’t file those under the same tags as everything else.” 

They lapsed into silence, each privately testing the size of that thought. 

Elias sipped his tea. The word lodged next to the unanswered denial in his mind. 

The Vaults. 

Back at his terminal, he ran a curiosity search on the term in the unclassified training archives. It 
returned nothing but references to banking, construction, and a series of old security memos 
about physical storage rooms. No special program names, no policy documents, no hints. 

Of course there wouldn’t be, he told himself. If the Vaults were real, they would not be 
advertised. 

He tried once, just once, to run the word against the internal index of classification flags, 
without requesting access—only checking whether the flag existed as a category. The system 
allowed the query to complete, then froze for a fraction of a second. 

Then came a message he had never seen before. 

QUERY LOGGED. FURTHER ATTEMPTS ON THIS TERM REQUIRE SUPERVISORY AUTHORIZATION. 
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No denial. No explanation. Just the knowledge that someone, somewhere, had watched the 
question leave his keyboard and decided it was not one he should be asking twice. 

Elias stared at the line on his screen until it timed out and returned him to his dashboard. 

By the time he left the Ministry that evening, the mirrored towers of the government complex 
were glowing in the setting sun, reflecting the sky in colors that had nothing to do with what 
went on inside. Citizens below took photos of the spectacle, the glass cathedral of their Empire 
blushing gold and rose as if in modesty. 

He walked past them with his identification badge turned inward, the word Vaults echoing in his 
mind, and wondered, for the first time in his life, whether the transparency he had always 
believed in was real glass or just a well-lit projection on a very solid wall. 

 

2. The First Vault: Feast of Children 

2.1 An old case file: islands, jets, and a sealed prosecution 

The case did not look like anything special at first. 

It arrived in Elias’s queue as part of a routine “legacy harmonization” sweep: an instruction to 
ensure that older criminal records were correctly indexed against the Ministry’s newer 
metadata standards. Most of the cases in the batch were dull—tax fraud, procurement scams, a 
few regional racketeering trials. The sort of mid-level rot that kept the Empire’s anticorruption 
statistics healthy. 

The file that mattered had an innocuous label: CR-17-0462, “Vice and Procurement: Aggregate 
Indictment.” The abstract summary in the public database described it as a “multi-jurisdictional 
organized vice case” involving trafficking and financial crimes, prosecuted some years before 
Elias joined the Ministry. It noted several convictions, a sealed plea, and the forfeiture of 
unspecified assets. 

He might have clicked through like always, skimmed, and moved on. But the system flagged a 
discrepancy: several of the linked exhibits were stored not in the ordinary evidentiary archive 
but in a compartment typically reserved for diplomatic cables and intelligence liaison reports. 

He opened the case tree. 

A list of charges scrolled past: conspiracy, coercion, transportation for illicit purposes, money 
laundering. He saw no famous names, only initials and anonymized codes: D-01, P-03, WIT-7. 
The defendant list was thin for a conspiracy case. Too thin. Five minor functionaries and a single 
mid-level financier. 
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The exhibits were more revealing. 

One was a flight manifest for a private jet, showing repeated trips between the capital and a 
remote island in the southern seas. The passengers were referred to only by initials and 
numerical tags. The pilot had testified, according to the transcript, that “various guests of 
prominence” were flown there “for retreats.” 

Another exhibit was a property deed: an island held through three layers of shell companies, 
forfeited to the state as part of the plea bargain and immediately transferred to a development 
fund. In the public record, the island was now cited as a success story—a rehabilitation center 
for at-risk youth. A human-interest piece on one of the feeds had once shown children planting 
mangrove seedlings along its shore, the camera panning artfully to avoid the older architecture 
in the background. 

Elias paged through redacted interviews with witnesses, their names replaced with neutral 
labels. Their statements had a certain rhythm: early recruitment, promises of opportunity, 
travel, then a blur of references to “guests” and “pressure” and “fear.” The worst details had 
been blacked out under privacy and decency rules. Even so, the patterns were unmistakable. 

He traced the money. 

Funds moved from boutique banks into the shell companies, then into the island’s accounts. 
Donations flowed from those same banks into political committees and philanthropic 
foundations. One of the banks happened to be the long-time financial house of a former 
Minister of Trade who had retired a year after the case concluded, praised for his decades of 
public service. 

Elias checked the dates. The vice case had been formally opened only after a series of 
investigative reports by an independent journalist—a younger version of himself might have 
watched those feeds and felt proud of his Empire. The sealed plea had followed quickly. The 
financier received a carefully formatted sentence: a term of confinement, a counseling 
requirement, a ban on holding directorships, all celebrated as “unprecedented accountability 
for a member of the economic elite.” 

But behind the public proceedings, the internal timeline told a different story. 

Intelligence reports had mentioned the island and its guests years earlier, in routine risk 
assessments. Warnings had been filed, filed again, then marked for “further monitoring” 
without action. At least two complaints from what looked like survivors had been routed 
through the Ministry of Justice and disappeared into a generic “insufficient evidence” folder. 

The plea agreement, when Elias finally reached it, was redacted so heavily that it resembled a 
work of modern art: black bars on white space. Yet the unredacted clauses were telling. 
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Defendant agrees to cooperate fully and truthfully with ongoing investigations into associated 
persons and entities, to include providing documentary records and testimony in camera, in 
exchange for limitations on public disclosure as necessary to protect sensitive interests. 

The phrase “sensitive interests” appeared three times. It was nowhere defined. 

Elias requested a narrower index on associated persons and entities, limited to metadata only. 
He did not expect to see content. He only wanted to see whether the system acknowledged 
that such investigations existed. 

The results came back with a set of cryptic identifiers — OP-V1, OP-V2, OP-V3 — followed by 
tags he recognized from high-level compartments. There were no public case numbers linked to 
those tags. No entries in the judicial database. Just a closed circuit of classified activity into 
which the vice case had fed like a tributary. 

He sat in the glow of his terminal, the word Vaults echoing against the back of his thoughts. 

What he was looking at, plainly, was not the whole lake. It was the spillway. 

2.2 Mara, a survivor turned anonymous source, tests whether anything has truly changed 

Mara rarely used her real name anymore. 

The courts, in their cautious mercy, had allowed her to testify as “Witness Seven” when the vice 
case had finally gone to trial. The media, constrained by law, blurred her face and gave her a 
pseudonym. “Clara” in one outlet, “J.” in another. She watched herself at a distance on those 
screens, a ghost in her own life, and decided that anonymity could be a kind of refuge if she 
learned to live inside it. 

When she left the shelter years later, she did so under a new identity. New city, new 
neighborhood, a job that paid enough to keep her in a shared apartment. She did not sleep 
well, but she slept. It was more than she had once believed possible. 

Every so often, when a story broke about some new scandal—an official caught with illicit 
images, a charity exposed as a laundering front—she felt something twist in her chest. The 
feeds would talk about “shocking revelations” and “a reckoning with abuse,” and she would 
remember the room on the island with the heavy curtains and the sound of a jet leaving 
without her. 

The counselor at the shelter had told her that recovery meant “reclaiming her narrative,” which 
sounded to Mara like marketing for another institution that wanted to organize her pain into a 
tidy arc. She did not feel reclaimed. She felt like someone who had walked out of a burning 
building carrying a small box of photographs and nothing else. 
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She began, quietly, to test the world. 

At first, it was small things. She created an encrypted account on the public complaint portal of 
the Ministry of Justice and sent in a copy of her original statement, redacted to protect details 
but clear enough in its accusations. She did not say she was a past witness; she posed as 
someone new. A person being recruited now, on a different island, with a different cover story. 

She wanted to see how long it took for anyone to respond. 

The reply came four weeks later. It was a form letter. 

Thank you for your courage in reaching out. The Ministry takes all allegations of abuse seriously. 
At this time, however, we regret that your submission does not contain sufficient verifiable 
detail to justify the opening of an investigation. If you believe you are in immediate danger, 
please contact— 

She closed the message. Her heart was beating fast, though she had known, in some part of her, 
that this would be the answer. She deleted the account. 

Next, she tried a journalist. 

There were still a few independent reporters left who hadn’t been folded into the 
entertainment wings of the major feeds. One of them had covered her case years ago, digging 
into the shell companies behind the island until the lawsuit threats grew too noisy to ignore. 

She created a new identity on a secure messaging platform and reached out. 

I have information on an old vice case, she wrote. There were more important people than the 
ones who got charged. I can prove it if you help me get certain documents. 

The reporter took longer to respond than the Ministry, but when he did, the tone was human. 

I remember that case, he wrote. I remember you, even if I don’t know your name. I also 
remember getting frozen out the last time I tried to follow the money. I’ll listen. But I won’t 
promise I can protect you from what happens if this gets big. 

They began a slow exchange. 

Mara did not reveal herself directly. She described patterns. The flight manifests, the island 
properties, the donations. She named small people around big ones—the pilots, the concierges, 
the accountants—because she knew that names at her level were harder to protect. 

The reporter, for his part, confirmed what he could from public records and old notes. He 
pointed out where things didn’t line up. 
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At some point he wrote: It feels like there was a first ring, the one they showed us, and a second 
ring, the one they didn’t. 

She stared at that sentence for a long time. 

She had only ever told one person about the night she realized some of the “guests” at the 
island were not there for the same reason as the others. That one had been quiet, almost 
embarrassed, and everyone deferred to him. The staff called him “the Envoy.” After he left, the 
mood in the house shifted. Schedules were changed. A whole week’s worth of “retreats” were 
suddenly canceled. 

She had not understood then. She did now. 

It was not that he was more depraved. It was that he was more important. Someone whose 
presence at the Feast was not a private vice, but an intersection of pleasures and policy. The 
sort of guest whose compromise did not just buy silence, but leverage. 

She did not tell the reporter about him yet. She did not know whether she wanted that 
particular wall to break. 

Her last experiment was the riskiest. 

There was a secure tip line for the Ministry of Information Integrity itself, meant for internal 
whistleblowers to report data manipulation or unauthorized destruction of records. Anyone 
could use it, in theory. The Ministry trained its staff on the importance of “protecting the 
Empire’s memory.” 

Under another disposable identity, Mara sent a simple message: 

There is a case where the public record does not match the internal one. CR-17-0462. Ask why. 

Then she deleted the account and sat on her narrow bed, listening to the sounds of the city 
rising through the window—traffic, someone arguing on a balcony, a child laughing—and 
waited. 

If the Empire had changed, someone inside would see the discrepancy, follow it, and push. If it 
had not, then the tip would be logged, thanked, and buried. 

Either way, she would know a little more about the world she lived in. 

2.3 The decision to stage a “Transparency Initiative” and feed the public curated monsters 

The meeting was called under a neutral name: Working Group on Historical Integrity and Public 
Trust. 
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It took place in a conference room whose windows were programmed to display an artificial 
view of the city rather than the actual security perimeter. The participants were all senior 
enough to be chauffeured into the building through underground tunnels. None of them 
minded missing the real skyline. 

At the head of the table sat Director Aveline Korr, the head of the Ministry of Information 
Integrity. To her right, the Under-Chancellor for Public Confidence. To her left, the Director of 
Internal Security. A cluster of deputies and advisors filled the remaining seats, each with a thin 
tablet and a glass of water. 

On the wall, a presentation waited with its first slide visible: a title in soothing fonts, a diagram 
of overlapping circles labeled Transparency, Stability, and Security. 

“Let’s begin,” Korr said. 

One of her staffers, a communications strategist, stood and walked them through the problem 
as the feeds saw it. 

“There is a growing perception,” he said carefully, “that the Empire handles crimes of the 
powerful differently than crimes of the ordinary citizen. The old vice case has become a 
touchstone for that narrative.” 

He tapped the screen. Clips appeared: commentators arguing about “double standards,” 
audience polls showing “declining trust in institutions” tied specifically to high-profile abuse 
cases. Footage of the island-turned-rehabilitation-center, juxtaposed with interviews in which 
survivors questioned whether justice had really been done. 

“We have complied with all legal obligations,” he continued. “We prosecuted the accessible 
defendants. We protected victim privacy. We secured cooperation. However, there is pressure 
now, both domestic and international, to demonstrate that the Empire is willing to expose past 
failures more fully.” 

The Under-Chancellor for Public Confidence leaned back in his chair. “We are not here to re-
litigate ancient history,” he said. “We’re here to make sure the public feels reassured.” 

“Perception is reality,” the strategist said, as if quoting scripture. “We can shape that reality.” 

The Director of Internal Security spoke next. “We have received several internal queries on the 
CR-17-0462 cluster,” he said. “Staff at Integrity have noticed discrepancies in dates and 
classifications. There is also an uptick in external chatter—journalists, advocacy groups, survivor 
networks. Some of it is coordinated.” 

Korr raised an eyebrow. “Coordinated by whom?” 
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“By those whose business is to erode confidence,” he said smoothly. “Not necessarily foreign. 
Perhaps simply those who profit from outrage.” 

Korr did not entirely believe him. She had read enough of the raw reports to know that some of 
the voices were simply angry, not organized. But the distinction mattered less at her level than 
the trajectory. 

“What are our options?” she asked. 

“We can do nothing,” the Under-Chancellor said. “Stonewall. That’s the old playbook. However, 
in the current climate, that risks making us look like we’re hiding more than we are.” 

The strategist slid to the next slide. “Alternatively, we can take the initiative. Launch a targeted 
review of selected historical cases, including the vice case, and release a curated set of findings. 
Emphasize lessons learned, reforms implemented, and a small number of additional 
prosecutions if viable. Brand it as a Transparency Initiative.” 

“Curated,” Korr repeated. 

“Yes. We choose the cases. We choose the villains. We give the public monsters they can 
recognize without exposing the structural elements we must protect.” 

The Director of Internal Security nodded. “We have a list of individuals whose utility has 
declined,” he said. “Middle-tier facilitators who were never fully charged. Some have already 
distanced themselves from current power centers. Their exposure would signal seriousness 
without destabilizing key relationships.” 

“And if, in the process,” the Under-Chancellor added, “we demonstrate a willingness to revisit 
old failures, we can claim moral renewal. That plays well in the feeds.” 

“Survivors?” Korr asked. 

“We invite a few vetted representatives into the process,” the strategist said. “We give them 
camera time, statements about healing and closure. We let them see enough to feel vindicated, 
not so much that they start asking questions about the second ring.” 

“Second ring?” Korr asked, though she knew. 

The Director of Internal Security’s expression did not change. “There were networks,” he said. 
“The first layer we have already touched. The second consists of individuals whose exposure 
would implicate elements of foreign policy, strategic alliances, and… other sensitive interests. 
That layer is not part of this Initiative.” 

“Of course,” the Under-Chancellor said. “We are not here to break the Empire.” 
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Korr looked at the slide with the overlapping circles. Transparency. Stability. Security. The 
diagram suggested that there was a sweet spot where all three could be maximized. In her 
experience, there was a series of trade-offs and a shifting line of acceptable casualties. 

“What about internal staff who have already seen hints?” she asked. “Analysts, auditors.” 

“We can manage that,” said Internal Security. “Reassignments. Reminders about the bounds of 
their clearances. If anyone pushes too hard, we have procedures.” 

“Leaks?” Korr pressed. 

He hesitated. “Some risk. But if we move first, we frame the narrative. Any subsequent 
disclosures can be painted as either malicious distortions or unnecessary excess. We will have 
already fed the appetite.” 

“Curated monsters,” the strategist said again, more quietly. 

The phrase hung in the air. 

Korr thought of the case files she had seen when she first assumed her role—things classified 
not because the details were too obscene for public digestion, but because they showed the 
wrong people in the wrong rooms at the wrong times. She thought of the informal names she 
had heard whispered in the upper corridors: Feast, Vaults, God Files. 

“Draft the framework,” she said finally. “Start with CR-17-0462 and two or three adjacent cases. 
I want clear lines on what we will expose and what we will not. Legal, ethical, and political 
reviews on every element.” 

“And the name?” the Under-Chancellor asked. “These things need a banner.” 

Korr glanced at the artificial window display, where the city glittered in simulated dawn. 

“Call it the Historical Clarity Initiative,” she said. “People like clarity. It sounds like light without 
specifying what we’ll shine it on.” 

As the meeting broke up, the strategist sent a quiet message to his team: begin compiling a list 
of candidates for sacrificial indictment. The Director of Internal Security sent another to his: flag 
all internal queries touching the vice cluster for review. 

Somewhere down the chain, an automated system noted that a junior analyst’s recent access 
pattern intersected with the selected records. It added Elias Kade’s name to a watchlist whose 
title he would never see. 
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Elsewhere in the city, Mara checked the feeds and saw a brief announcement about a 
government plan to “reexamine certain historic cases of elite abuse in the interest of renewed 
trust.” She felt hope and dread rise together. 

She wondered which version of her story they were about to tell—and whether she would 
recognize it when she saw it picked clean for the cameras. 

 

3. The Lords of the Feast 

3.1 A retired fixer, Serrin, receives a polite summons and understands it as a death sentence 

Serrin Vale had built his career on the principle that power preferred to speak in euphemism. 

He had never been called a blackmailer, only a “risk manager.” Never a bagman, only a 
“facilitator of discreet arrangements.” The men and women who paid him never asked for 
crimes, only “solutions.” In return, Serrin had delivered those solutions for three decades: 
inconvenient witnesses relocated, financial trails diverted, indiscretions absorbed into 
contractual silences. 

He retired five years before the Transparency Initiative. 

Or rather, he was retired. 

The notice came in the form of a promotion that did not exist. A consultancy, a ceremonial 
advisory role, a generous pension. The message between the lines was clear: the Feast was 
over; those who had once served at its table were to leave the hall and forget its layout. 

Serrin took the offer. He bought a small house on the coast, learned how to cook fish, watched 
the tide. He told himself he was ready to spend the rest of his life in quiet exile, provided his 
phone did not ring. 

The phone rang on a Thursday. 

The number was familiar, though it no longer appeared under a name in his directory. It was 
one of those institutional numbers that routed through multiple exchanges before landing 
anywhere specific. He answered anyway. 

“Mr. Vale,” a pleasant voice said. Female, mid-level bureaucratic, the sort of person whose job 
was to sound like nothing in particular. “I’m calling on behalf of the Commission for Historical 
Clarity. Your expertise in prior matters has been noted. We would greatly appreciate your 
presence at a brief, informal consultation in the capital.” 



18 
 

He did not answer at once. Through the open window, he could hear the sea and the distant 
sound of a radio from a neighbor’s porch. 

“I am retired,” he said. 

“Of course,” the voice replied. “This is not a formal assignment. Simply an opportunity to ensure 
that the public record is accurate and fair to all parties. The Commission values context.” 

Context. Another euphemism. 

“Will I be under oath?” Serrin asked. 

A brief pause. “There is no current plan for sworn testimony,” she said carefully. “We anticipate 
this will be an off-the-record conversation to assist in document review.” 

“But transcripts will exist,” he said. “Internal ones.” 

“Yes,” she admitted. “As with any consultation.” 

He closed his eyes. He could picture the room already: neutral décor, filtered water, politely 
worded questions. Above all, he could see the camera in the corner, the one they might pretend 
not to be using. 

“Travel arrangements have already been made,” she added, as if that settled the matter. “A car 
will collect you tomorrow morning at eight. Tickets are in your secure inbox.” 

“Of course they are,” he murmured. 

“We appreciate your cooperation, Mr. Vale. It will help us bring closure to a painful chapter.” 

She hung up before he could refuse, which was itself an answer. 

He sat in his kitchen, phone on the table, listening to where her voice had been. 

They would not need him for closure. They already had the files, the timelines, the plea 
agreements. What they needed was a story that could be told without certain names, and they 
wanted to know which parts of his memory might contradict the narrative they intended to 
publish. 

In the old days, he had been the one who drafted the questions. 

He stood, moved slowly to his study, and opened the bottom drawer of his desk. Inside, under 
an innocuous folder of household receipts, was a slim, encrypted drive in a plain plastic case. 

He had told himself, when he created it, that it was simply good professional practice. 
Insurance, in case some future regime decided it could tidy away all traces of messy history by 
erasing him. He had never labeled it; he had never plugged it into a machine in his own home. 
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He lifted it out now and turned it over in his hands. 

A polite summons. A Commission named for Clarity. Sacrifices being chosen among the former 
servants of the Feast. 

Serrin had spent his life watching men deceive themselves about how far they were willing to go 
to save the story they lived inside. He recognized the moment when those men became 
dangerous even to their old shadows. 

“This is it, then,” he said aloud, to the empty room. 

He put the drive in the inner pocket of his jacket, where it lay like a second heart. 

If the Empire of Glass wanted to ask him questions, he would go. But he would not go empty-
handed, and he would not go as a supplicant. 

He would go as someone who had seen more than they wanted to remember. 

3.2 A private gathering where former clients realize they have all become liabilities 

The invitation came through a private club whose membership was not listed anywhere but 
whose existence everyone in certain circles knew. 

The House of Perigree had stood on the same hill overlooking the river for a century and a half. 
Once, it had been an actual gentlemen’s club, its walls stained with tobacco and its halls echoing 
with the arguments of industrial barons. Over time, it had modernized its décor and its 
membership rules, but not its purpose. It remained a place where those who moved large 
things—money, policy, narratives—could speak without microphones. 

Tonight, the gathering was smaller than usual. 

The guests arrived in unmarked cars through a back entrance, their faces half-obscured by 
scarves and collars more out of habit than actual risk. Once inside, they shed their outer 
personas like coats: a retired minister of trade, a media conglomerate chair, a former deputy 
foreign secretary, a philanthropist whose name graced hospitals but not the investigative 
dossiers that had once circulated quietly inside the Ministry. 

Serrin watched them from the corner of the room, a glass of mineral water in his hand. He had 
been invited as “an old friend of the House,” which was another way of saying that his presence 
meant something bad was happening. 

They exchanged small talk at first. Weather. Markets. A new theater production that none of 
them had actually seen but all had been invited to support. The air carried a faint tang of 
expensive cologne and tension. 
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It was the media chair, Rendal, who broke the surface. 

“The Commission,” he said abruptly. “This Historical Clarity circus. You’ve all received inquiries?” 

A murmur of assent. 

“They want us to appear cooperative,” said the retired minister. “Hand over old schedules, 
diaries. ‘Reconstruct context.’” He smiled without warmth. “As if they were not the ones who 
insisted we travel the way we did, meet the people we met.” 

“They’ve asked to review our archives,” Rendal said. “Internal memos, editorial decisions, past 
legal correspondence. ‘To understand media framing of elite misconduct.’” 

“You refused, of course,” the philanthropist said. 

He hesitated. “I delayed. There are only so many times one can say ‘pending legal review’ 
before it becomes its own kind of confession.” 

The former deputy foreign secretary sipped his drink. “In my case, they were very careful. ‘We 
understand that certain diplomatic engagements may intersect with the timeframe of interest, 
and we wish to avoid misinterpretation.’” His voice mimicked the official cadence with practiced 
disdain. “They want to see the guest lists for several retreats. The island among them.” 

At the mention of the island, the room seemed to chill. 

Everyone present had been there at least once, though not always for the same reasons. For 
some, it had been a place of unrestrained appetite. For others, a discreet neutral ground where 
foreign envoys and domestic power brokers could meet without the burden of official protocol. 
For a few, it had been both. 

“It was supposed to be contained,” the philanthropist said quietly. “The case, the plea. We 
agreed that certain people would take the fall, that others would be… repositioned.” 

“They are repositioning us,” Rendal said. “As villains in a new morality play.” 

“They need faces,” Serrin said, speaking for the first time. 

They turned toward him with varying expressions of irritation and unease. Some still resented 
the fact that he had known more about them than they knew about one another. 

“Faces,” he repeated. “For their monsters. They can no longer pretend nothing happened. The 
public needs a canonical story. Someone must be the sacrificial generation of the Feast.” 

“And you think it will be us,” the retired minister said. 
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Serrin shrugged. “Not all of you. They will choose those whose complicity can be dramatized 
without burning too many bridges. Those whose current utility is low. You were all invited here 
because whoever called this meeting believes you fit that category.” 

“That’s charming,” muttered the foreign secretary. “Who called this meeting, by the way? I 
received the invitation through the House, but no signature.” 

Rendal glanced toward the door, where the House’s steward stood in impassive readiness. 
“House rules,” he said. “The convenor may remain unnamed. But I think we all know the logic, if 
not the name.” 

The philanthropist set her glass down. “What are you suggesting, Serrin? That we coordinate 
our stories? Present a united front?” 

“I am suggesting,” Serrin said slowly, “that you understand the leverage you still possess before 
you surrender it piecemeal in the name of cooperation.” 

They watched him. 

“The Commission believes,” he continued, “that it controls the archive of your sins. They believe 
they can decide which of your nights on the island become parables and which remain 
footnotes. They are not entirely wrong. But they are forgetting something.” 

He let the silence lengthen, until even the clink of glass behind the bar seemed impertinent. 

“People like us,” he said at last, “never truly trust a single archive.” 

The philanthropist frowned. “Meaning?” 

“Meaning,” Serrin said, “that throughout the years when I was asked to manage certain risks, I 
maintained a professional habit. Redundancy. Offsite copies. Segmented knowledge. Enough to 
reconstruct the shape of the Feast if a single official record were to be… misplaced.” 

Rendal’s expression hardened. “You kept copies of our… arrangements.” 

“Redacted,” Serrin said. “Encrypted. Indexed in a manner only I understand. I am neither 
suicidal nor sentimental. But I am not so naïve as to walk into a Commission of Clarity without 
insurance.” 

“You’re threatening us,” the foreign secretary said coldly. 

“I am informing you,” Serrin replied. “The question is not whether the Feast will be exposed. 
That is now inevitable in some form. The question is whether only the first ring will be named, 
or whether the public will be allowed to glimpse the second.” 
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“The second ring,” the philanthropist repeated. “You mean the Envoys. The guests whose 
presence turned vice into leverage.” 

“The guests,” Serrin said, “whose blackmail value was such that entire policies bent around 
protecting their shadow.” 

A log cracked in the fireplace. The sound made everyone flinch. 

“If they push us too far,” Rendal said slowly, “you’re suggesting we… push back.” 

“I am saying,” Serrin said, “that if the Empire insists on rewriting the Feast as a story about a few 
decadent individuals, we have the capacity to remind them that it was, in fact, an institution. 
One that touched foreign treaties, trade wars, and certain near incidents that would make the 
public’s hair stand on end.” 

“Near incidents,” murmured the foreign secretary. “You kept those too?” 

“Not the commands,” Serrin said. “I was never in that room. But I saw the cables. The warnings 
that were softened. The contingencies that were quietly activated when one of your Envoys was 
threatened. The understanding that if he fell, he would not fall alone.” 

He watched the realization move around the circle. 

They had all known, in fragments, that their private indulgences intersected with larger games. 
None of them had wanted to look directly at the way those intersections formed a map. 

“The Commission can make parables out of you,” Serrin said. “Or you can remind them that 
some of the paths from your rooms lead directly into the second vault. The one they are truly 
afraid of.” 

“God Vault,” Rendal said under his breath, using the unofficial phrase he had heard once in a 
drunken conversation with an aide who was no longer employed. 

“If you prefer,” Serrin said. “I don’t care what you call it. I care that they understand we are 
capable, if cornered, of opening it a crack. Enough to let something through that cannot be 
contained by their diagrams of historical clarity.” 

The philanthropist looked ill. “So our choice is between being monsters in their story or 
arsonists of our own civilization.” 

Serrin smiled faintly. “Welcome,” he said, “to the level of the Feast where the courses are made 
of consequences.” 
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3.3 The revelation: copies of material that point beyond their own crimes 

They adjourned to a smaller room. 

The House’s steward, trained to understand that some gatherings required a more private tier 
of discretion, closed the door himself and activated the localized scrambling field. No signals in 
or out. No cameras, official or otherwise. Only the room, its occupants, and the faint hum of 
technology blanketing them. 

“Show us,” Rendal said. 

Serrin placed a slim tablet on the table. It was his, not the House’s, a device with no network 
card, its ports sealed with epoxy except for one narrow slot. From his jacket he drew the drive 
he had taken from his desk and slid it in. 

The screen awakened with a muted glow. A password prompt appeared, then a second, then a 
pattern matrix that required not just a sequence of taps but a rhythm learned by muscle 
memory over years. 

“I have partitioned this carefully,” Serrin said as he worked. “What I am about to display is a 
catalog, not the complete archive. Enough to show you the shape without handing you the 
keys.” 

Lines of text appeared: dates, reference codes, short descriptions. There were no names in the 
visible layer, only markers. 

“OP-FEAST-01,” read one line. “Subject: Logistics coordination for private retreats. Cross-
reference: Trade delegation / Envoy attendance.” 

“CL-RED-12,” read another. “Subject: Suppression of investigative lead regarding property in 
southern seas. Justification: ‘strategic relationship preservation.’” 

“NS-ALERT-29,” read a more ominous entry. “Subject: Elevated readiness status following 
credible threat to Envoy asset. Contingency review: strategic reprisal options.” 

The philanthropist leaned in, her hand covering her mouth. “What is this last one?” 

“A night,” Serrin said, “when certain people in the defense ministry believed that an attack on 
the Envoy in question constituted an existential threat to the Empire’s deterrent posture. You 
were not told. Why would you be? You were busy hosting him on a yacht.” He glanced at the 
foreign secretary. “But the signals people were not sleeping.” 

“You’re saying,” the foreign secretary began, then stopped. “You’re saying defenses were raised 
over a threat tied to the Feast.” 
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“I am saying,” Serrin replied, “that the line between private vice and public annihilation is 
thinner than the myth of the Empire admits. And that the documents proving that line exists 
are… unfashionable. They do not fit well in the Historical Clarity Initiative.” 

He scrolled further. 

There were entries linking the island’s shell companies to foundations that funded democracy-
promotion programs in rival states. Entries noting that a certain judge’s sudden lenience 
coincided with the release of compromising images from a separate archive. Memos in which 
senior officials weighed the reputational risk of prosecuting a visiting dignitary against the 
strategic value of his country’s cooperation on a weapons program. 

None of the entries were complete narratives. Each was a door ajar. 

“In the official holdings,” Serrin said, “these are scattered. Compartmentalized. Classified under 
different programs. No one is meant to see them together. But if you do—” He swept his hand 
over the screen. “You see that the Feast was not an aberration. It was a node.” 

“A node in what?” Rendal asked, though he knew. 

“In the network of how the Empire truly operates at its highest level,” Serrin said. “Where 
children are currency, but so are centrifuges and satellites and media narratives. Where a 
compromise tape can bend a sanctions vote, and a favor granted on an island can secure a trade 
concession that affects millions.” 

The philanthropist pushed her chair back, as if distance could help. 

“This is… treason,” she whispered. 

“Only if you give it to the wrong people,” Serrin said. “Or perhaps the right ones, depending on 
your theology.” 

The foreign secretary’s eyes had narrowed. “How many people know you have this?” 

“No one,” Serrin said. “Until now. I have never shown this catalog to anyone. The full archive is 
segmented across several locations, each useless without the others. If I disappear suddenly, 
certain mechanisms are set to release selected portions to parties who would find them… 
interesting.” 

“You’re blackmailing the Empire,” Rendal said. 

“I am deterring the worst version of its survival instinct,” Serrin answered. “And now that you 
know this exists, you are in a position to make a credible argument to the Commission when 
they ask you to play your parts.” 
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“Argument?” the philanthropist asked. 

“That if they choose to frame the Feast as a closed chapter,” Serrin said, “a discrete moral 
failure safely addressed by prosecuting a few retired lechers, they run the risk that those 
lechers, or their servants, will decide they have nothing left to lose.” 

He tapped another entry. 

“Here,” he said. “NS-ANNEX-07. Subject: Preliminary analysis of cascading trust failure in event 
of full compromise of Vault contents. Conclusion: ‘Unacceptable risk to regime stability. Extreme 
caution recommended in any operation that risks exposure.’” 

“Vault,” Rendal repeated. 

“The term appears here and there,” Serrin said. “Not often. Not casually. There is an 
understanding, at certain echelons, that there are two types of secret. The ones they can 
manage if revealed, and the ones that melt the glass itself.” 

He looked around the table, meeting each pair of eyes in turn. 

“What sits in my archive,” he said, “is not the God Vault. I am not that omniscient. But it is a 
map with enough arrows pointing toward it that anyone who sees it cannot pretend the Vault is 
a myth. It is proof of connection. Of continuity. Of complicity.” 

The foreign secretary exhaled slowly. “So if they kill you,” he said, “the map appears. If they try 
to disappear us, the map appears. If they simply humiliate us and walk away, the map might still 
appear if any of us decide we would rather pull down the walls than die as the only villains in 
the story.” 

Serrin inclined his head. “Exactly.” 

The philanthropist stared at the catalog as if it were a living thing. “Do you want to destroy the 
Empire?” she asked. 

“No,” Serrin said. “I have lived my life under its shelter, such as it is. I have profited from its 
hypocrisies. I am too old to pretend I am a revolutionary. What I want is for the people who run 
it to remember that the Feast was their creation, not just ours. That they cannot simply sacrifice 
their instruments and expect the underlying sickness to be forgotten.” 

“And if they refuse to remember?” Rendal asked. 

Serrin slid the drive back out of the tablet and turned off the screen. The room seemed darker 
without its glow. 
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“Then,” he said, “we will see whether the god in the Vault listens more closely to prayer or to 
panic.” 

No one spoke for a long time. 

Outside, the river moved under the hill as it always had, carrying reflections of the city lights 
across its surface, distorting them into wavering strands of gold and white. To anyone walking 
along its banks, the Empire of Glass would have looked untroubled, its towers still gleaming in 
the night. 

Inside the House of Perigree, a small group of its former favored guests sat with the knowledge 
that, for the first time in their lives, they were both less powerful and more dangerous than they 
had ever been. 

They had become, in Serrin’s quiet phrase, Lords of the Feast with nothing left to feast on but 
the story that had sustained them—and the Vault their desperation might unlock. 

 

4. The Second Vault: Trade of Suns 

4.1 Backstory of the Vault: how near-catastrophes were written down and locked away 

Long before anyone called it the God Vault, it was simply known as Annex N. 

The name was bureaucratic by design. It appeared on exactly one organizational chart inside the 
Ministry of Defense and Security, a chart printed on paper, kept in a locked safe, and shown only 
to those who had already seen more than was good for them. To everyone else, Annex N was 
just another line in the great tangle of committees and directorates. 

Its real function was simpler and far more terrible. 

The Empire had always kept records of war: battles, treaties, weapons programs, intelligence 
estimates. These were scattered across archives—military, diplomatic, scientific. You could 
spend a career inside any one of those and never know the others existed. 

Annex N was born the first time the Empire nearly ended itself by accident. 

It began with a ghost on a radar. 

A satellite misread the reflection of the sun off high-altitude clouds as a cluster of incoming 
missiles from a rival power. Alarms screamed in a buried command center. Protocol cascades 
awakened: keys, codes, phones pulled from red cradles. For several long minutes, men inside 
the Empire’s deepest bunkers believed the sky was filling with fire. 
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They did what they had trained to do. They opened safes. They verified launch options. They 
recited authentication phrases with voices that trembled only a little. 

Then, as abruptly as it had appeared, the ghost vanished. A junior technician, afraid but 
stubborn, had insisted on cross-checking a secondary system that showed nothing at all. The 
countdown stopped. The phones went silent. The world remained. 

In the aftermath, there were inquiries. Commissions. Technical reviews. Procedures were 
revised. Sensors upgraded. The technician received a commendation so secret it could not be 
publicly acknowledged. The commanders received quiet counseling and an unspoken 
instruction never to speak of how close they had come. 

But there was a problem no revision could fix. 

The incident did not fit easily into any existing archive. It was not a battle, because no missiles 
flew. It was not a diplomatic event, though it would have ended every treaty. It was not properly 
an intelligence failure, though it had begun as one. 

It was, as one shaken general wrote in a private memo, “a moment in which the Empire almost 
ceased to exist, through a chain of errors invisible to those we nominally serve.” 

The memo was supposed to be destroyed. Instead, it became the seed of a new category. 

Annex N’s mandate was defined in a single sentence in a classified directive: 

Record and preserve all events in which the existence or fundamental stability of the Empire 
was placed at risk, whether through intentional action, accident, or systemic failure, when 
public acknowledgment of such risk is judged intolerable. 

In practical terms, this meant that Annex N became the final resting place for things that could 
not be admitted without shattering the Empire’s self-story. 

Over the years, its holdings grew. 

There was the false alarm triggered by a misprogrammed test tape. The bio-research facility 
accident quietly contained at the cost of a dozen lives, the bodies cremated under the guise of 
an unrelated industrial fire. The time a submarine captain, operating under ambiguous orders, 
brought his boat’s weapons system to within one turn of a key before a fellow officer refused to 
concur. 

Each incident generated reports, transcripts, sensor logs, after-action analyses. Each folder 
began the same way: annex code, date, location. Each ended with some version of the same 
conclusion: public disclosure inadvisable; risk to regime narrative exceeds potential trust gains. 
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These were not the only secrets the Empire kept, but they were of a different order. Ordinary 
secrets could be scandalous, embarrassing, criminal. Annex N’s secrets were existential. Their 
common feature was not depravity but proximity to irreversible thresholds. 

At first, Annex N was purely inward-facing. Only those directly involved—commanders, analysts, 
a handful of senior ministers—ever read its files. Then, as administrations changed and 
memories faded, a secondary concern arose. 

What if, in some future crisis, no one remembered how close the Empire had already come to 
the brink? 

Quietly, a small group of strategists argued that some institutional memory of these near-misses 
must be preserved, not for the public but for those who might one day sit again with their 
fingers near the same buttons. 

Thus the Vault was born. 

The physical space was unremarkable: a reinforced room behind another reinforced room, deep 
under the Ministry complex. No windows, no decorative touches. Shelves, climate control, 
terminals that could be isolated from all networks with the flip of a mechanical switch. The 
entrance required two keys and a biometric that recognized not just fingerprints but the fine 
tremor of blood beneath skin. 

The culture around it, however, was almost religious. 

Only a handful of people were authorized to enter. They did so accompanied, observed, and 
only with a specific purpose. Before they went in, they signed a declaration acknowledging that 
what they were about to see could not be shared outside approved channels under any 
circumstance short of regime collapse. 

Someone started calling it the Second Vault, to distinguish it from the First: the one that held 
the records of more conventional crimes and compromises. The First Vault threatened 
reputations and careers. The Second held things that could melt the glass that covered the 
Empire’s image of itself. 

Over time, the two Vaults’ contents began to overlap. 

A near-miss in a weapons standoff that had been precipitated, in part, by an attempt to 
intimidate a foreign Envoy whose preferences were cataloged in the Feast files. A political crisis 
in a client kingdom that spiraled because certain photographs could not be allowed to surface, 
leading to a military intervention officially justified on entirely different grounds. 
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From the outside, it looked like the ordinary tangled history of power. From inside the Vault, it 
looked like a single, sprawling pattern: a network of decisions in which private vice, strategic 
calculation, and systemic risk braided into one rope. 

The archivists who tended it knew better than to call it a God Vault out loud. But in quiet 
conversations with one another, over stale coffee and the clatter of distant air-conditioning, the 
nickname slipped. 

Not because they believed a deity lived there, but because they understood that if the door 
ever swung fully open, something would emerge that no human institution could control: a 
revelation not of one scandal but of the Empire’s entire appetite for gambling with its own 
continued existence. 

And then came the Trade of Suns. 

4.2 The Trade of Suns: a covert bargain between the Empire and a client kingdom 

The file did not actually say “Trade of Suns” on its cover. 

Officially, it was titled SS-PL-337: Strategic Stability Partnership Framework between the Empire 
and the Kingdom of Lyran. 

On paper, it was a civil nuclear cooperation agreement. The Empire would assist Lyran in 
developing peaceful nuclear energy: reactors, fuel cycles under international safeguards, 
medical isotopes. In return, Lyran would commit to nonproliferation norms, inspection regimes, 
and an alignment of its foreign policy with the Empire’s regional interests. 

This kind of arrangement was not unprecedented. Empires had long bought influence with 
technology. What made this one different—the reason its annex ended up in the Second Vault—
was the hidden chapter. 

The Kingdom of Lyran was small but strategically placed: a desert monarchy perched on a strait 
through which a large fraction of the world’s oil flowed. It was wealthy, paranoid, and 
increasingly assertive. Its rulers watched a rival power across the sea inch toward a de facto 
nuclear capability and concluded, in private, that parity was the only reliable guarantee of 
survival. 

Publicly, they remained loyal clients. Privately, they began to hint. 

The hints were subtle at first. A prince at a conference remarking that in a “dangerous 
neighborhood,” one must be prepared for all contingencies. A leaked comment from a senior 
advisor that “if certain thresholds are crossed by others, we will be forced to reconsider our 
posture.” 
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The Empire heard and pretended not to. Its official line was simple: proliferation was 
unacceptable. Period. 

Then the Envoy came to the island. 

He was not called an Envoy in the files, of course. He was labeled LY-HR-01: a senior royal 
responsible for security cooperation, traveling unofficially. He stayed at the same townhouses 
and villas frequented by ministers, executives, and a rotating cast of actors whose job was to 
keep the powerful entertained. 

Unlike some guests, he did not indulge in the Feast with the same abandon. He drank little, 
watched much, and held side conversations by the pool that never made it into any official 
schedule. 

It was understood that he represented not just himself but the will of a family that had ruled for 
generations. It was also understood, at least by Serrin and a select few others, that his presence 
in that particular setting created a bond that ran deeper than any written memorandum. 

When LY-HR-01 returned to Lyran, cables began to flow. 

They were cautious at first. Expressions of appreciation for “the Empire’s continued security 
umbrella.” Requests for deeper integration of air defense systems. Discussions of joint exercises. 

Then, one day, a cable arrived in a more urgent tone. 

It contained a list: specific equipment, specific training, specific know-how that would, taken 
together, bring Lyran to the threshold of what strategists called “nuclear latency”—the ability to 
build a weapon in short order if the political decision were ever taken. 

The cable did not explicitly ask for a bomb. It asked for everything but. 

The drafters were careful. They suggested that such capabilities would be stabilizing, by 
reassuring Lyran’s leadership and binding them more closely to the Empire. They hinted that if 
the Empire declined, Lyran might be forced to seek similar assistance elsewhere—from a rival, 
perhaps, or from the grey market. 

This was not, in itself, surprising. Small states had played this game for decades. What made this 
cable different was the attachment. 

It was a single image. Grainy but unmistakable. 

An Empire minister, still in office, in a compromising position on the island with someone who 
was clearly not of age. The angle suggested a hidden camera. The time stamp placed it well 
before the vice prosecution that would later sanitize that period into a story of “isolated abuse.” 
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The caption beneath the image was one sentence, in carefully polite diplomatic language: 

We trust that our mutual understanding, forged during previous private exchanges, will help us 
find a constructive path forward. 

No explicit threat. No crude language. Just the quiet reminder that some loyalties were sealed 
in bedrooms, not briefing rooms. 

The file documenting the internal debate over that cable was long. 

Some in the Empire argued that acceding to Lyran’s requests would undercut decades of 
nonproliferation work. Others noted that the rival across the sea was already moving toward a 
de facto arsenal, and that tying Lyran’s capabilities to Empire-controlled supply chains could be 
a way of managing risk. 

No one put in writing the obvious: that the image in the attachment had shifted the balance of 
fear. 

The compromise they reached was the Trade of Suns. 

In essence, the Empire agreed to help Lyran achieve a level of nuclear latency just below the 
threshold that would trigger open crisis. 

They would build Lyran’s civilian infrastructure, train its scientists, and quietly look away from 
certain dual-use facilities so long as Lyran complied with inspection theater and remained 
aligned on key regional policies. 

In exchange, Lyran granted the Empire access to its territory for “temporary deployment” of 
strategic assets in times of heightened tension—missile batteries, bombers on rotation, perhaps 
something more ambiguous. 

On some level, it was a trade of shadows for light. The Empire extended a portion of its sun—its 
nuclear knowledge, its deterrent posture—to a client in exchange for deeper gravitational pull. 

Internally, officials who approved the arrangement told themselves they were preventing 
something worse: unsupervised proliferation, a desperate ally turning to rivals. 

None of them ever admitted, even in their most private notes, that the image in the cable had 
created a secondary logic: if we expose Lyran’s pressure, we expose our own corruption. 

The term “Trade of Suns” emerged later, in an internal think piece by a strategist with a taste for 
metaphor. 

He meant it as a warning. 
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We treat annihilatory capability as a coin, he wrote, to be traded, threatened, extended by 
degrees. Each time we do so under the shadow of compromise rather than open deliberation, 
we do not just risk miscalculation; we burn away a little more of the legitimacy that restrains 
our own hand from turning the key. 

His paper was marked Annex N, filed, and forgotten by those who preferred more concrete 
talking points. 

The file on SS-PL-337, with its sanitized text and its hidden attachments, went into the Second 
Vault. 

It sat there, among the ghosts of false alarms and aborted wars, a reminder that not all 
existential risks came from misread clouds. Some came from the quiet convergence of 
blackmail, ambition, and shared willingness to balance suns on the tip of a pin. 

4.3 Father Lucian, a disillusioned chaplain to the intelligence services, learns what he was 
blessing 

Father Lucian had never expected to spend his priesthood in rooms without windows. 

He had entered the seminary with the usual, modest ambitions: to hear confessions, to baptize 
infants, to bury the dead. His faith was steady, unremarkable, the product of a childhood in a 
small parish where the worst scandal had been a choir director’s affair. 

Then, in his third year, a visiting bishop gave a talk about “the pastoral needs of those who serve 
in the hidden ministries of the state.” The Empire, the bishop said, had men and women who 
bore heavy burdens in silence: intelligence officers, covert operatives, analysts who saw the 
worst of humanity. They needed spiritual care as much as any parish. 

Lucian was moved. The idea of being a shepherd to those who carried secrets appealed to his 
sense of quiet drama. He imagined lonely agents wrestling with conscience, weeping in 
confessional booths as he offered absolution and gentle guidance. 

He volunteered. 

The reality was different. 

His posting was to the Chaplaincy Office of the Joint Intelligence Directorate. Located three 
levels below ground, it resembled an ordinary parish office stripped of natural light. There was a 
chapel, small and austere, with a plain cross and a candle that never completely extinguished. 
There were counseling rooms where officers sat in ergonomic chairs and talked around 
classified events in vague language. 

Lucian quickly learned the phrases. 
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“I was involved in an operation that… did not go as planned.” 
“We had to make a call in the field. People died.” 
“I signed off on something that keeps me awake.” 

He was not permitted to ask for details that would compromise security. Instead, he listened for 
patterns: guilt, numbness, rationalization. He offered the same scriptures he might have offered 
to anyone else, but the weight behind the words felt different down there. 

The first time he saw the island’s name was in a thanksgiving mass. 

The Joint Intelligence Directorate had concluded a “complex, long-term counterintelligence 
effort” that, according to the briefing he was given, had successfully neutralized a network of 
foreign agents infiltrating key institutions. 

Lucian was asked to provide an invocation at the closing ceremony. 

He stood at the podium in a conference room lined with screens showing abstract summaries of 
success. No names, no details. He spoke about light in darkness, about the difficult choices 
made in service of the common good. The officers in the room nodded politely. They had heard 
such words before. 

Afterwards, in the reception, a deputy director—slightly drunk on celebration and champagne—
thanked him. 

“You were blessing more than you knew, Father,” the man said. “We rolled up some very dirty 
channels. An entire island’s worth of rot.” 

Lucian smiled weakly. The phrase lodged in his mind. 

Later, in his office, he made the mistake of asking for context. 

Not full briefings, just enough to shape his prayers. How had the operation come about? What 
exactly had they dismantled? 

His liaison, a kind woman from Internal Security who believed in the chaplaincy’s purpose, 
hesitated. Then, cautiously, she shared a heavily redacted summary. 

He read phrases about “vice networks intersecting with foreign influence operations,” about 
“compromising material used to shape policy outcomes.” He saw references to an island, to 
shell companies, to an “Envoy” whose continued good will was deemed of strategic importance. 

The summary mentioned the plea deal he would see later in Elias’s case file, but from the other 
side: as a lever to secure cooperation from certain financiers and facilitators. It did not mention 
the survivors except as “human assets requiring stabilization.” 
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Lucian felt a sourness in his stomach. 

He had spent months hearing confessions from officers who described moral injury in the 
abstract. Now he saw, faintly, the outline of one of the backdrops against which those injuries 
had been inflicted. 

He began to notice patterns. 

A signals analyst came to him, pale and shaking, asking whether God forgave sins committed by 
machines on autopilot. A logistics coordinator wept over “lists of names that never make the 
news, Father.” An operations planner spoke, in roundabout phrases, of having weighed the risk 
of exposing a “senior friend of the Empire” against the risk of allowing harm to continue 
unchecked. 

Each confession was bounded by security rules, but Lucian was trained to read the silences. 

He wrote in his private journal: 

They ask me to bless their burdens, but they will not show me the load. How can I speak of 
forgiveness when I do not know if the sin is in the act or in the system that required it? 

He did not yet know the term Vault. That came later. 

The turning point was the Sunshield Compact. 

Publicly, it was described as an update to the Empire’s collective defense arrangements: new 
missile defenses, shared early warning systems, “modernization of deterrent postures.” Lucian 
was asked to bless the signing ceremony. 

He stood again behind a podium, in a hall this time, with flags of the Empire and the Kingdom of 
Lyran flanking a long table. Cameras flashed. The Empire’s Chancellor and Lyran’s monarch inked 
their names on vellum. Lucian prayed a prayer that had been carefully vetted to avoid 
theological implications about war. 

He spoke of peace through prudence, of the responsibility that came with power. He invoked an 
image from scripture: the sun that rises on the evil and the good alike, as a reminder of shared 
humanity. 

The metaphor did not occur to him until later. 

After the ceremony, as staff and dignitaries mingled, he was approached by a senior advisor 
from the Chancellor’s office. The man clapped him on the shoulder. 

“Good words, Father,” he said. “This Compact will keep the lights on for everyone. Always good 
to have God on the paperwork.” 
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Lucian smiled dutifully. “We all hope for peace.” 

“Oh, of course,” the advisor said. “Peace. And a little leverage. But that part doesn’t fit in a 
homily.” 

He moved on, leaving Lucian staring at the half-empty glasses on the buffet table. 

Weeks later, during a quiet afternoon in the chapel, Lucian received an unexpected visitor. 

She was an analyst from Strategic Assessment, someone he vaguely recognized from prior 
counseling sessions. Her name was Yara. She asked, politely but firmly, if they could speak 
somewhere without icons. 

He led her to one of the empty counseling rooms. 

“I know you can’t hear details,” she said as she sat, twisting a pen between her fingers. “But I 
need to ask you something in the abstract.” 

He nodded. “In the abstract is where I live.” 

She didn’t smile. 

“Suppose,” she said, “that a nation agrees to help another get very close to having the power to 
end the world, in exchange for that nation allowing us to park our own world-ending devices 
closer to where we want them.” 

Lucian blinked. “That is… quite an abstraction.” 

She continued as if she hadn’t heard him. “Suppose the decision is influenced, not only by 
strategic logic, but by the fact that the other nation has… compromising information on some of 
our decision-makers. That if we refuse, they might expose things that would shatter public 
trust.” 

Lucian felt the room tilt. 

“And suppose,” Yara went on, “that the people making this decision tell themselves they are 
choosing the lesser evil. That controlled proliferation is better than uncontrolled. That shared 
annihilatory power is stabilizing. But in their hearts, they also know they are protecting 
themselves.” 

She looked up at him then, eyes bright with something between anger and despair. 

“If I am part of the team that models this,” she said, “if my work helps make the trade look safe 
on paper, what am I? A servant of peace? An accessory to gambling with creation? Something in 
between?” 
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Lucian’s throat was dry. 

“I… don’t know the specifics,” he said carefully. “But it sounds as if you are describing a situation 
in which fear and self-interest are wrapped around responsibility. That is always dangerous.” 

“Do you believe,” Yara asked, “that there are sins too big for forgiveness? Not because God 
cannot forgive, but because the act itself breaks the world in ways that words cannot mend?” 

He thought of the island, of the fragments he had read. He thought of the false alarm the older 
officers sometimes mentioned in half-joking, half-haunted tones. He thought of the Sunshield 
Compact and the advisor’s remark about leverage. 

“I believe,” he said slowly, “that there are actions whose consequences cannot be fully undone 
in this life. Forgiveness, if it exists, would have to be something other than erasure. A kind of 
truth-telling that does not spare us what we have broken.” 

Yara nodded, as if he had confirmed something she had already suspected. 

“Then let me put it this way,” she said. “If there were a record somewhere of all the times we 
almost ended things—by accident, by panic, by deals like the one I just described—and it was 
kept secret so the public never knew how close they had come, is that record a necessary 
safeguard or a blasphemy?” 

He stared at her. 

She smiled thinly. “You don’t have to answer. It’s rhetorical. I only wanted to see your face when 
you imagined such a record existed.” 

She stood. 

“Yara,” he said, “why ask me this now? Has something changed?” 

She hesitated at the door. “Let’s just say,” she replied, “that some of us have been allowed to 
peek into a room we weren’t supposed to know about, because our models were needed to file 
a particular set of documents. Documents related to an agreement whose name you blessed.” 

“The Sunshield Compact,” he whispered. 

She nodded. “That’s not what we call it in our network. We have another nickname. But I 
suspect you’d prefer not to hear it.” 

He startled himself by saying, “Tell me.” 

She met his eyes. “We call it the Trade of Suns,” she said. “Because that’s what it is. They traded 
the capacity to turn whole cities into suns, in exchange for positioning and protection and 
secrets kept. And they wrote the details into a Vault that they hope no one will ever open.” 
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For the first time since his ordination, Lucian felt something like vertigo at the word God. 

He had always believed that God saw everything and that this was, in some mysterious way, 
good news. Now he pictured a room underground where humans had collected their near-
Armageddons, labeled them, and locked them away from everyone but themselves. 

“Why are you telling me this?” he asked. 

“Because,” Yara said, “someone needs to pray for something other than their success.” 

After she left, Lucian went back to the chapel. 

He lit a candle and found that no words came. The usual prayers—guard those who guard us, 
comfort those who bear heavy responsibilities—rang hollow. For the first time, he wondered 
whether his vocation had been co-opted into a ritual of blessing over things no sane heart could 
bless. 

He thought of the line from scripture about the sun rising on the evil and the good. He 
imagined, instead, suns rising from silos and missile bays, traded like tokens between nations 
whose leaders were compromised in bedrooms on islands. 

In his journal that night, he wrote: 

I have spent years anointing the doors of rooms I am not allowed to enter. Today, I learned that 
behind one of those doors is a library of almost-endings. And my blessing has been used as a 
kind of incense to make people forget the smell of what they are stacking on those shelves. 

He did not yet know that the Vault’s existence would soon become more than a metaphor in his 
confessions. That the Feast and the Trade of Suns were converging on a point where his private 
unease and the Empire’s public story would collide. 

For now, he did the only thing he knew how to do. 

He knelt before a cross in a chapel three levels underground and asked a question he was no 
longer sure he wanted answered: 

If the Empire ever opens its own God Vault, will You be in it, or will we only find ourselves? 
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5. The Letter to the Inner Council 

5.1 Serrin’s ultimatum: “If we fall, we open what you fear most” 

Serrin writes the letter by hand. 

Not because he is sentimental, but because he knows paper still has a different weight in the 
Empire’s hidden bureaucracies. Electronic messages can be copied, scrubbed, misattributed. Ink 
on paper, in a recognizable hand, delivered through channels that predate digital systems, has a 
way of reaching the people he wants without leaving the wrong kind of trail. 

He sits at the small desk in his coastal house, the encrypted drive resting beside his elbow like a 
silent witness. Outside, gulls wheel over the water. The radio on the counter mutters about the 
Historical Clarity Initiative, about “courageous new steps toward accountability.” 

He begins without greeting. 

To those who sit as Inner Council over the Empire of Glass: 

You know my name and my former function. You know the cases I managed, the guests for 
whom I arranged discretion. You are now revisiting those years under the banner of 
transparency. 

You also know, if you are honest with yourselves, that the Feast was not an aberration of a few 
corrupt individuals, but a structural instrument of leverage. Its records intersect with your own: 
strategic bargains, near crises, and certain arrangements you have consigned to your Second 
Vault. 

He pauses, then writes the phrase plainly. 

You call it many things in your internal documents. Annex N. Special Archive. The Vault. I prefer 
clarity: God Vault, for the power its contents hold over your claim to moral authority. 

He hesitates only briefly before that naming. He has no theology, but he understands 
blasphemy as a concept. 

He continues. 

I am aware that the Commission intends to stage a measured revelation. You will sacrifice some 
of my former clients and colleagues. You will feature a survivor or two. You will speak of healing. 
You will not speak of the cables in which foreign Envoys attached images from the Feast to 
requests for annihilatory capabilities. 

You will not speak of Sunshield Compacts or Trades of Suns. 

This is your choice. You are the Empire. 
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However, understand this: those whom you intend to cast as sole villains are not without 
recourse. 

For professional reasons, I retained a catalog of certain intersections between the Feast and 
your existential archives. Redacted, encrypted, segmented, but sufficient to demonstrate that 
your private vices and your public near-catastrophes are not separate stories. 

He does not describe the mechanisms in detail. The fewer clues, the harder it will be for them 
to guess exactly how many safeguards he has. 

Since receiving your summons, I have updated that catalog with instructions. 

Should I die unexpectedly, or should certain individuals associated with the Feast be targeted in 
a manner that suggests permanent silencing rather than due process, selected portions of this 
catalog will be distributed to parties incapable of ignoring them. 

You may assume that at least some of these parties are not within your chain of command. 

If, on the other hand, you choose to handle this reckoning in a manner that acknowledges 
institutional responsibility rather than merely feeding the public a handful of curated monsters, 
then there will be no need for secondary disclosures. 

He pauses there for a long time, pen hovering. 

He is not sure whether he believes they are capable of what he is asking. But he also knows that 
desperation is clearest when expressed without eloquence. 

He finishes. 

To make the parameters explicit: 

If we fall alone, we open what you fear most. 

If we are allowed to stand as part of a larger confession of system and structure, the Vault may 
remain closed a little longer. 

This is not a negotiation. It is a statement of linkage. You have the power to ignore it, and you 
have the consequences of doing so. 

Serrin Vale 

He folds the letter, places it in a plain envelope, and addresses it not to any named individual 
but to the Office of the Inner Secretariat, a destination few citizens even know exists. 

He does not trust couriers, so he drives. 
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In the capital, at a nondescript side entrance of a government block that does not appear on 
public maps, he hands the envelope to a clerk through a glass partition. The clerk notes the 
sender’s identity and the destination code, then disappears behind an inner door. 

Serrin walks back out into the light of the mirrored plaza, the encrypted drive still in his pocket. 
It feels heavier now, as if the act of naming the Vault to the people who sit above it has given 
the archive mass. 

He knows they could arrest him within the hour. He also knows that now, if they do, someone 
somewhere will have to decide whether they believe his letter. 

That is enough for today. 

5.2 The Inner Council’s debate: sacrifice a few or risk the God Vault 

The Inner Council meets in a room without decorations and without a name. 

Those who sit at the long table refer to it simply as the Chamber. There are no cameras, no 
microphones, no automatic transcription systems. Notes are taken by hand and burned after 
the minutes are coded and stored elsewhere. 

At one end sits the Chancellor. Along the sides: the Directors of Internal Security and Defense 
and Security, the head of the Ministry of Information Integrity, the Chief Justice of the High 
Court, the Chancellor’s chief of staff, and, on this day, a senior liaison from the foreign service. 

The letter is placed in the center of the table like an exhibit. 

“Is it authentic?” the Chancellor asks. 

The Director of Internal Security nods. “The handwriting matches previous samples. The 
delivery chain is clean. No sign of intermediaries beyond standard clerical handling.” 

“Could he be bluffing?” the Chief Justice asks. Her tone suggests she already knows the answer 
she would prefer. 

“About having an archive?” Internal Security shrugs. “Possible. About understanding the 
connections he describes? Less so. He was in the room, or next to it, for many of those years.” 

Director Korr of Information Integrity taps the letter with a finger. “He names Annex N,” she 
says. “Not many on his level know that designation.” 

“Annex N has been whispered among certain circles for years,” the Defense Director says. “We 
cannot treat its mention as proof of access.” 
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“He does more than whisper,” Korr replies. “He describes a Trade of Suns. That is not a phrase 
used in any formal document, but it has circulated in strategic memos. I have seen one of 
them.” 

The liaison from foreign service shifts in his chair. He knows exactly which memos she refers to. 
He also knows that the Kingdom of Lyran would take a dim view of any public airing of those 
contents. 

The Chancellor leans back, hands steepled. “Let us be clear about the stakes,” he says. “On one 
hand, we have a planned Initiative that will satisfy internal and external demands for 
accountability by exposing certain abuses, punishing certain individuals, and affirming our 
commitment to reform. On the other, we have a threat—implicit but unmistakable—that 
additional disclosures could link those abuses to matters classified as existential risks.” 

“Threat is an ugly word,” the Chief Justice says. 

“It is the correct one,” murmurs Internal Security. 

The Chancellor continues as if neither had spoken. “Our question is whether we alter the 
Initiative, alter our handling of the implicated individuals, or ignore this altogether and rely on 
our capacity to neutralize whatever Serrin claims to hold.” 

The Defense Director clears his throat. “If any portion of Annex N’s contents were to leak with 
verifiable context,” he says, “we could face a cascade of consequences. Allies would question 
our reliability, rivals our competence, and our own population their safety.” 

“Those consequences remain hypothetical,” the Chief Justice counters. “We cannot govern 
based on every potential blackmail note sent by a disgruntled former operative.” 

“Ordinarily, I would agree,” Korr says. “This is not ordinary. Serrin is not threatening to expose a 
single scandal. He is threatening to expose the link between scandal and the moments we 
nearly destroyed ourselves.” 

The foreign service liaison speaks carefully. “If the Trade of Suns documents were to emerge,” 
he says, “Lyran would be embarrassed, yes. But so would we. Our posture on nonproliferation 
would become farcical. We would be seen as selectively applying principles based on leverage 
and vice.” 

“Which,” the Chancellor says drily, “would not be entirely inaccurate.” 

Silence. Truth has a way of briefly stilling even practiced tongues. 

“So.” The chief of staff breaks the pause. “We have three broad options. One: proceed as 
planned, treat this as noise, preemptively move against Serrin in ways that minimize his ability 
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to act. Two: adjust the Initiative to be less theatrical, more inward-facing, reduce the scale of 
public exposure, and quietly persuade Serrin that his leverage is unnecessary. Three: lean into a 
larger confession, acknowledging systemic structures and perhaps even hinting that we have, at 
times, risked more than the public knows.” 

The last option hangs in the air like a bad smell. 

“Option three is not serious,” the Chief Justice says. “We cannot destabilize the entire regime’s 
legitimacy on the word of a retired fixer.” 

“It would not be only his word,” Korr says quietly. “We have the documents.” 

“Which are classified precisely to prevent this sort of contagion,” Defense says. 

The Chancellor watches them debate as if from a slight distance. 

He is not an innocent. He was briefed on Annex N when he took office. He has read a selection 
of the files. He remembers the ghost on the radar that never reached the public, the submarine 
incident, the bio-lab fire, the Trade of Suns approval memo with its tortured reasoning. 

He knows that, strictly speaking, Serrin is right: the Feast was not a discrete moral failure; it was 
woven into the fabric of how the Empire maintained its reach. 

Yet he also knows something else: that nations do not usually survive the full revelation of their 
own operating systems. 

“We will not, at this time, entertain option three,” he says. “History does not reward that level 
of candor.” 

Korr’s jaw tightens, but she says nothing. 

“Option one,” Internal Security says briskly, “carries its own risks. If Serrin’s mechanisms are 
real, removing him may trigger the very cascade we wish to avoid. We could attempt to identify 
and neutralize his archive, but that would require intrusive measures that themselves create 
paper trails.” 

“In other words,” the chief of staff says, “our attempt to stop a leak might generate more 
leakable material.” 

“Option two, then,” the foreign liaison says. “We adjust. We narrow the Initiative’s scope. We 
handle the former clients with more care. Perhaps we invite Serrin to participate in some formal 
capacity—consultant, reviewer—under terms that give him a stake in the process.” 

The Chief Justice scoffs softly. “You propose to co-opt him.” 
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“I propose,” the liaison says, “to bind his fate a little closer to ours. Men like Serrin do not risk 
everything unless they feel they have already been discarded.” 

“And have they not?” Korr asks. “We did retire him. We are now preparing to stage his circle as 
the sole moral failure of an era.” 

The Chancellor taps the letter again. 

“We cannot let him dictate policy,” he says. “But we also cannot ignore the existence of a 
potential bridge between the Feast and the Vault. Before we decide how to respond, we need 
to know exactly what that bridge looks like.” 

He turns to Korr. “Can your people map this?” 

“Not fully,” she says. “Annex N access is restricted.” 

“I will sign whatever waivers are needed,” the Chancellor says. “We will authorize a tightly 
controlled assessment. I want a list: all points at which Feast-related cases touch Annex N 
holdings. Names, dates, programs. I want to know what Serrin could plausibly know.” 

Korr nods slowly. “I will need someone who has already shown curiosity about the 
discrepancies,” she says. “Someone who has grazed the edge of this cluster but is still junior 
enough to be steered.” 

Internal Security glances down at a printed sheet. A name is circled in red. 

“We have just such a person,” he says. “A records analyst by the name of Elias Kade.” 

5.3 Elias is tasked with quietly mapping what exactly could be exposed 

Elias receives the assignment in the most ordinary way possible: through a tasking note on his 
terminal. 

The header is plain. Project: HISTORICAL CLARITY – INTERNAL RISK ASSESSMENT. Priority: 
Elevated. Supervisor: Directorate Liaison 3A. Below that, a brief description. 

You are requested to conduct a cross-index analysis of case CR-17-0462 and associated clusters 
against high-level classification holdings, with particular focus on any overlaps with strategic or 
national stability programs. Objective: identify records whose unauthorized disclosure would 
pose exceptional risk to regime stability, beyond reputational damage to individuals. 

He reads it twice. 

He recognizes the vice case number. He recognizes the language about “beyond reputational 
damage.” He also recognizes, in the odd formality of the phrasing, the hand of someone higher 
than his usual chain of command. 
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A follow-up message appears moments later, flagged secure. 

Analyst Kade, 

You have been granted temporary, supervised access to a restricted index of Annex N holdings 
for the duration of this project. You will not access content; you will access metadata only. All 
queries will be logged and reviewed. You are to discuss this assignment with no one outside 
designated supervisors. 

Director A. Korr 

He sits back, heart thudding. 

Annex N. The Vault he had only glimpsed in denial messages and stray warnings. Now, suddenly, 
it is not just a ghost acronym. It is a menu on his screen. 

He attends the orientation with three other analysts in a small side room. They are told, in dry 
language, that they will be participating in a “confidential stability impact survey” related to the 
Historical Clarity Initiative. No one says Vault. No one says Feast. 

Later, alone at his station, he opens the special interface. 

The Annex N index is stark. 

Entries are labeled by codes and terse descriptors: NS-ALERT, BIO-INC, SUB-INC, SS-PL, and so 
on. Dates. Regions. A field marked “Risk Category” with a scale that runs from 1 to 5. Many of 
the entries are marked 4 or 5. 

He is not allowed to click through. The content field is grayed out, locked. But the skeleton is 
visible. 

He begins his work. 

First, he maps CR-17-0462 and its associated internal programs, the OP-V series. He traces their 
identifiers through the ordinary archives: case files, intelligence summaries, liaison reports. 
Then he runs those identifiers against the Annex N index, as instructed, searching for overlap. 

The first hit is a surprise. 

OP-V2 intersecting with NS-ALERT-29. Descriptor: “Elevated readiness posture following 
compromise threat to strategic asset LY-HR-01.” 

He doesn’t know what LY-HR-01 is, but he recognizes “strategic asset” language from other 
contexts. He notes the date. It falls squarely within the window when the island was active. 

He logs the overlap. 
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The second hit is creepier. 

OP-V3 intersecting with SS-PL-337. Descriptor: “Strategic Stability Partnership Framework – 
contested internal review.” 

SS-PL. He has seen that prefix once before, in a sanitized briefing about alliance treaties. The 
“contested internal review” tag suggests an argument about the program’s wisdom. 

He cannot see the argument. He can see that some version of it exists, and that it is linked, 
however obliquely, to OP-V3—the aftermath of the vice case. 

He logs the overlap. 

As the hours pass, more threads emerge. 

A logistics code from the island’s supply chain appears next to an entry about “special cargo 
routing” in a near-crisis involving a client kingdom. 

A redaction tag used on a witness statement reappears in an Annex N file about “domestic 
credibility management following non-disclosed near-miss.” 

Each connection by itself is thin, a single hair of metadata. Together, they begin to form a web. 

Elias works methodically, but the narrative begins to write itself in his head. 

There is the Feast—private jets, houses on islands, financiers and ministers and Envoys. There 
are the formal cases—the plea deals, the sealed prosecutions, the historical summaries. And 
beneath all that, there is another layer of memory, one that records moments when the Empire 
almost stumbled over a cliff edge, or chose to step closer to it, in part because of decisions and 
relationships tangled with the Feast. 

He is not supposed to speculate. His task is to map overlaps, not to interpret them. But he 
cannot help imagining what would happen if someone outside this building drew the same map 
with the same lines. 

At the end of the week, he is summoned to a secure conference room. 

Director Korr is there, along with a man from Internal Security whose name he has heard only in 
whispers. The room’s walls are blank, the air-conditioning slightly too cold. 

“You have completed the first pass?” Korr asks. 

“Yes,” Elias says. “The preliminary matrix is in the file I sent this morning. I can walk you through 
the highlights.” 

Internal Security gestures for him to begin. 
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He projects the matrix onto the wall. It looks clinical: rows of Feast-related identifiers on one 
axis, Annex N codes on the other, intersections marked by small colored squares. 

“These,” he says, pointing to a cluster of squares, “are overlaps involving readiness alerts and 
contingency planning. They coincide with periods of heightened concern over a particular 
foreign dignitary referenced in the vice files. These others involve strategic frameworks—
treaties, partnerships—that were under internal review at the same time as certain compromise 
material was being evaluated.” 

Korr watches without expression. 

“In your assessment,” the Internal Security man says finally, “if records from the Feast-related 
cases were to be leaked, how likely is it that an informed external analyst could infer the 
existence of these Annex N events?” 

Elias chooses his words carefully. 

“They could not prove the events themselves,” he says. “Those remain invisible without access 
to content. But they could observe patterns of behavior: sudden shifts in posture, unexplained 
policy changes, timing of public statements. Combined with what the Feast records show about 
who was compromised, they could make strong circumstantial arguments.” 

“Arguments that our decisions in matters of existential risk were influenced by blackmail,” 
Internal Security says. 

“Yes,” Elias says quietly. 

He realizes, as he speaks, that he has crossed an invisible line in his own understanding. He is no 
longer thinking of these as abstract overlaps. He is thinking of them as stories waiting to be told. 

Korr looks at him. 

“You have been curious about CR-17-0462 for some time,” she says. It is not quite an 
accusation, not quite a compliment. 

“I noticed a date discrepancy,” he says. “I requested clarification. It was denied.” 

“And yet here you are,” she says. “Clarifying.” 

He doesn’t know how to answer that, so he doesn’t. 

Internal Security folds his hands. “We appreciate your thoroughness, Analyst Kade,” he says. 
“This will help us calibrate the… boundaries of our Initiative. For now, you will continue refining 
the matrix. Focus on identifying which Annex N overlaps would be most vulnerable to inference 
from partial leaks.” 
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Elias nods. 

As he leaves the room, he glances back once at the projected grid fading from the wall. 

It strikes him, for the first time, that he is building two maps at once: one that will be used by 
those in power to protect themselves from a man like Serrin Vale, and another, in his own mind, 
that traces the path from an island in the southern seas to a Vault underground where the 
Empire keeps the stories it cannot afford to tell. 

He walks back to his windowless office, passes a break room where Lan and Tomas are joking 
over coffee, and feels suddenly older than all of them. 

The word Vault no longer feels like a myth. It feels like a room he has not entered but has begun 
to outline, one metadata point at a time. 

Somewhere above him, the Inner Council weighs Serrin’s letter and his matrix and decides how 
much of the truth the Empire of Glass can survive. 

Somewhere else in the city, Mara checks the news and sees nothing yet about names that 
matter, only teasers for upcoming hearings and retrospective documentaries. 

And on a hill overlooking the river, in a private club with thick walls, Serrin waits to see whether 
the god he has invoked is fear or conscience. 

 

6. Wave One: Flood of Shards 

6.1 Anonymous drops: minor scandals, real but carefully chosen, hit the net 

The first leak did not look like the opening move of anything grand. 

It appeared on a small investigative site that lived in the space between respectable journalism 
and conspiracy hobbyism: too serious for cat videos, too underfunded for primetime. The 
headline was modest. 

Former Deputy Minister Accused of Undisclosed Conflict of Interest in Youth Program 

The story detailed how a retired deputy minister from the Department of Cultural Affairs had 
quietly directed contracts from a youth outreach program to a company owned by his brother-
in-law. There were documents: emails, invoices, internal memos. They were crisp, well-
organized, and unambiguously real. 

The deputy minister issued a half-hearted denial, then a clarification, then a “full apology” in a 
carefully choreographed interview. The feeds covered it briefly. Talking heads shook their heads 
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and praised the system’s ability to “self-correct” when wrongdoing came to light. Within three 
days, the story had largely cycled through the news and landed in the archive. 

Then the second leak landed. 

This one was stranger. 

A series of internal disciplinary records from a regional policing unit appeared simultaneously 
on three different platforms, all anonymous uploads. They documented officers caught sharing 
illegal images of minors in a private chat group. Most of them had received internal warnings 
and “remedial training.” Only one had been dismissed, and that only after a complaint from a 
parent had reached outside channels. 

The documents were redacted—victim identities blurred—but the language was unmistakable. 
The chat logs were ugly in the specific, mundane way that made denial impossible: nicknames, 
emojis, the particular callousness of people who believe they are only among their own. 

Again, the institutions responded. The policing unit announced an “immediate review of 
discipline practices.” Superiors expressed shock. The feeds debated “toxic cultures” and “the 
need for deeper reform.” A few commentators suggested this was “exactly the kind of material 
the Historical Clarity Initiative ought to address.” 

Within a week, a third leak dropped. 

This time, it was financial. 

A tranche of internal banking documents showed how a boutique financial firm had helped 
wealthy clients move funds through charitable foundations to minimize taxes. This was not, in 
itself, shocking; such schemes had been documented before. What made these documents 
stand out was the presence of a familiar pattern: shell companies that had once been 
associated with a now-defunct island property in the southern seas. 

The leak did not say “Feast.” It did not mention flights or guests. It merely showed that some of 
the same entities that had passed money through the island were also involved in questionable 
philanthropy. 

A few attentive readers noticed. A niche economic blog drew the connection and asked, mildly, 
whether the Foundations Division of the Ministry of Finance would be reviewing such 
arrangements in light of the Historical Clarity Initiative. 

Nothing exploded. No minister resigned. No institution toppled. 

But in rooms where people watched patterns, eyebrows rose. 

Across the leaks, there was a shared quality. 
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They were small enough to be “manageable,” but sharp enough to sting. They were targeted at 
mid-tier figures whose fall would satisfy public appetite without destabilizing the top of the 
pyramid. Each leak was accompanied by documentation so clean it might as well have come 
from an internal archive rather than a dumpster dive. 

Someone was putting real shards of glass on the table, one by one. 

In the Ministry of Information Integrity, automated systems flagged the leaks for source 
analysis. Metadata hunters traced upload paths through VPN chains and anonymizing networks 
to dead ends. Internal Security ran signature comparisons. The language in the accompanying 
notes didn’t match any known activist groups. There were no manifestos, no grand ideological 
declarations. 

Just documents, dropped like pebbles into the information stream, each making a small, precise 
ripple. 

Wave One had begun. 

6.2 Mara recognizes patterns that prove someone is leaking with intent, not conscience 

Mara noticed the second leak first. 

The policing documents were shared in a survivor’s forum where she sometimes lurked under 
yet another name. The forum was a messy, fragile space: stories of abuse, anger at institutions, 
arguments about the right way to pursue justice. Links to news stories popped up there 
regularly, each prompting its own cascade of pain and debate. 

Someone posted the leak with a bitter caption: Same story, different uniforms. 

Mara clicked. 

She read the chat logs and felt a familiar nausea. The content echoed things she had witnessed, 
jokes and boasts made by men who did not need uniforms to feel untouchable. But it was not 
the abuse itself that held her attention. It was the structure of the documents. 

They were laid out like internal case files. Each section carried the imprint of a bureaucratic 
mind: incident summary, investigation notes, disciplinary recommendation, final disposition. 
The language was formulaic, the redactions precise. Whoever had leaked them had not simply 
stolen screenshots; they had extracted entire records from a system that believed itself sealed. 

She scrolled to the headers and saw the classification tags. 

They were not high-level. Nothing like the phrases she had heard later—Annex, Vault. But they 
were the same type she had glimpsed in glimpses of her own case years ago when her advocate 
had shown her how the system logged her testimony. 
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She took a screenshot of one header, then another, and sent them to the reporter she had been 
corresponding with. 

Looks like internal format, she wrote. Not a whistleblower forwarding emails. What do you 
think? 

He responded quickly. 

Agreed. These are not citizen leaks. Someone with system access is pulling this. Stylometry on 
the redaction patterns suggests a single source across different drops. 

Stylometry on redaction patterns. She shook her head. The world had so many sub-disciplines 
now. 

The next day, the banking documents appeared. 

Mara saw the link in her journalist contact’s feed before the major outlets picked it up. He had 
posted a screenshot of a ledger, with a caption: Recognize these shells? 

She did. 

She zoomed in on a line of text noting a transfer from a company whose name had once been 
written on envelopes she was not meant to read. The number string matched one she 
remembered from a photograph on a desk, years ago, on the island. 

Her heart hammered. 

This is from the old network, she wrote him privately. Not just any boutique firm. They were 
part of the pipeline. 

He replied: 

I thought so. Same shells as the property deed we looked at for the island. But what’s 
interesting is how partial this is. They’re not dropping the whole web. Just enough to show 
continuity. 

She stared at those last two sentences. 

Just enough. 

The Hopeful Part of her brain whispered: Maybe someone inside finally cares. Maybe this is a 
conscience leak. An insider trying to build toward something that will expose the second ring. 

The Bitter Part shook its head. 

Conscience doesn’t leak like this, she thought. Conscience dumps. Conscience sends hard drives 
to a dozen outlets and says, “Here. Take it all. I can’t live with it.” 



51 
 

What she was seeing was measured. 

Someone was choosing targets. A retired deputy minister. A regional police unit. A boutique 
bank. All part of the same ecology of impunity, but none of them central to the Feast’s upper 
table. Each leak was enough to generate outrage, but not enough to cross the invisible line 
where outrage becomes existential threat. 

It looked less like confession and more like demonstration. 

Look at what I can do. 

She went back through the leaks and made a list of names, dates, tags. She circled the ones that 
touched the island’s orbit. She drew arrows between them on a scrap of paper, feeling slightly 
foolish, like one of those conspiracy hobbyists who connected everything to everything else 
with red string. 

Still, the pattern was there. 

The leaks were giving the public a curated window into what she and others had known: that 
the Feast’s logic—use, discard, protect the powerful—was not confined to one island. It was 
embedded in departments, in chat rooms, in funding streams. 

But the leaks were also clearly avoiding something. 

No mention of Envoys. No mention of high-level diplomats or strategic agreements. No hint of 
the nights when the island’s guest list had included people whose presence required the entire 
air-defense apparatus to be quietly reminded of its obligations. 

Someone was drawing a border around the bleeding. 

Mara’s fingers shook as she typed another message to the journalist. 

This isn’t conscience. This is leverage. 

He sent back a question mark. 

Think about who benefits, she wrote. If the Commission is about to hand us a sanitized 
narrative of that old case, and someone else starts leaking mid-level rot tied to the same 
network, what’s the message? 

He took longer to reply this time. 

Maybe: “We know what you’re trying to contain. We can make you look bad at a thousand little 
points if you pretend it was just ‘a few bad apples’”? 

Or: “We can escalate”? 
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She felt a chill. She hadn’t used that word, but there it was. 

Escalate. 

If this was Wave One, it was not about catharsis. It was about proving capacity. 

Anonymous sources. Clean documents. Shards of a larger mirror, arranged just far enough apart 
that only those who had lived in the cracks could see the reflection they implied. 

Someone was saying to the Empire: I can bleed you at the edges. Don’t force me to cut deeper. 

6.3 Media confusion: conspiracy forums ignite while official channels stall 

For the first few days, the major feeds treated the leaks as isolated stories. 

The deputy minister scandal was slotted into the “corruption and ethics” segment, with familiar 
commentary. The policing chat logs were framed as a “troubling example of institutional 
failure.” The banking documents ignited a brief flurry of outrage about tax fairness and the 
misuse of charitable status. 

Producers loved the visuals: blurred faces of disgraced officials, graphs showing money flows, 
stock footage of court buildings and protest marches. The narratives were familiar and therefore 
manageable. 

What the feeds did not do, at least not at first, was connect the dots. 

Editors were cautious. Legal teams were nervous. To suggest publicly that these leaks might 
come from inside the state apparatus—potentially from someone with access to highly 
classified systems—was to court confrontation with ministries that liked to remind networks 
where their licenses came from. 

An internal memo at one major outlet captured the mood: 

Until we have independent confirmation of source authenticity and motivation, we will treat 
each leak as a discrete event. Avoid speculative framing that implies coordinated internal 
sabotage. Emphasize institutional responses and reform promises. 

In other words: report the shards, not the hand that threw them. 

Elsewhere, the shards cut more freely. 

Conspiracy forums lit up. 

Users reposted the leaks with breathless commentary, scrolling through PDFs late into the night, 
highlighting certain phrases and ignoring others. They overlayed the deputy minister’s face with 
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the island’s satellite images. They annotated the chat logs with wild claims about “satanic rings” 
and “hidden sigils” no one else could see. 

The banking documents became proof of everything and nothing at once. 

In one thread, a user claimed that the shells tied to the island were also tied to a secret project 
to build underground cities for the elite. In another, someone asserted that the foundations 
were fronts for experiments on children in remote clinics. A third user, more grounded, simply 
pointed out that the same lawyer’s name appeared on two different paperwork chains ten years 
apart. 

Moderators struggled. 

They tried to prune the wildest fantasies while leaving space for legitimate anger. They were 
accused, simultaneously, of being agents of the Empire and of being too soft on “doomers.” 
Links proliferated faster than they could be verified. 

Into this swirl stepped smaller media outfits hungry for attention. 

A popular independent video channel—run by a charismatic host who thrived on mixing half-
true allegations with theatrical outrage—devoted an entire episode to “The Rot Beneath the 
Historical Clarity Initiative.” 

He showed the deputy minister story, the policing chat logs, the banking documents. He 
gestured at them in a grid on his screen. 

“Look at this,” he said, stabbing the air. “They want you to believe these are isolated. A bad 
deputy here, a pervert cop there, a greedy banker. Meanwhile, they roll out their official 
‘Clarity’ project, promising to air out the past.” 

He leaned in, voice dropping. 

“Ask yourself: who benefits from letting these specific mid-level creeps burn while keeping the 
top-level connections hidden? Who has the ability to pull these files and drop them 
anonymously? And why now?” 

He didn’t have answers. He had tone. 

The episode went viral, precisely because it asked the right questions without the burden of 
offering proof. In the comment sections, viewers argued about whether the leaker was “a 
patriot insider,” “a foreign intelligence service trying to destabilize the Empire,” or “the Empire 
itself staging controlled leaks to make the Initiative look braver than it is.” 

In the ministries, crisis teams monitored all of this. 
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At Information Integrity, Korr’s staff compiled dashboards: leak timelines, media coverage, 
sentiment analysis. They watched as public trust metrics dipped slightly, then stabilized, then 
dipped again as the conspiracy narratives spread. 

Internal Security’s analysts combed through net chatter, looking for patterns that might reveal 
Serrin’s hand or someone else’s. They found dozens of false leads: teenagers pretending to be 
insiders, foreign bots fanning outrage, activists taking credit for leaks they had not touched. 

“What we’re seeing,” one exhausted analyst said in a briefing, “is not just disinformation. It’s an 
overabundance of interpretation. Too many stories competing to explain a handful of facts.” 

The Chancellor’s chief of staff summarized it more bluntly to the Inner Council. 

“We have a fog problem,” he said. “Real leaks, orchestrated or not, have created a confusion 
cloud. In that cloud, the Initiative can either look like responsible housekeeping or perfumed 
theater. We have a narrow window to frame it as the former before the latter solidifies.” 

The Chancellor asked, “Can we identify the leaker?” 

“Not yet,” Internal Security said. “The operational security is good. But we have narrowed the 
profile: someone with access to internal archives across multiple departments, or someone 
receiving curated packets from such a person.” 

“Could it be our fixer friend?” the Chief Justice asked. 

“Possibly,” Internal Security said. “Possibly not. The timing is suggestive, but the scope of access 
implies either a deep past footprint or a current symbiotic relationship with someone on the 
inside.” 

In a small apartment across town, Mara watched the video host’s episode and felt a mixture of 
irritation and bitter amusement. 

He was wrong in specifics, right in intuition. 

Someone was leaking with intent. Not enough to topple anything, but enough to demonstrate 
that they could. 

She wrote to the journalist: 

They’re throwing bones to the crowd while they arm the dog behind the fence. 

He replied: 

You think this is just a warning shot? 
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She thought of the catalog Serrin had shown those clients on the hill, though she did not know 
its details. She thought of the way the leaks skirted Envoys and treaties. She thought of how 
many ways there were now to set a world on fire without ever lighting a match in public. 

Yes, she wrote back. I think Wave One is just to show that someone knows where the matches 
are. 

In his windowless office, Elias saw the same leaks referenced in an internal bulletin. 

NOTES: Recent unauthorized disclosures of moderately sensitive material suggest increased risk 
environment ahead of Historical Clarity Initiative rollout. All staff are reminded of their 
obligations under confidentiality statutes. An unrelated internal assessment project (HIST-INT-
RISK) remains ongoing to evaluate potential overlap between historic misconduct and strategic 
programs. 

He stared at the word “unrelated.” 

It had never looked so much like a lie. 

 

7. Wave Two: Breaking the Icons 

7.1 Leaked memos that show a “neutral” court was privately coordinated with executive 
power 

The second wave did not announce itself with a shocking video or a lurid headline. It arrived as 
PDFs. 

A small legal commentary site—respected among judges and law students, largely invisible to 
the broader public—published a set of internal memoranda under the understated title: 

Correspondence Concerning Judicial Coordination in Historic Vice Proceedings 

The first memo was from the Office of the Chancellor’s Counsel to the then–Presiding Judge of 
the High Court’s Ethics Committee, dated shortly before the vice case that had once made the 
island briefly famous in the newsfeeds. 

We appreciate your understanding of the broader context in which Case CR-17-0462 will unfold, 
it began. In particular, it is essential that proceedings protect not only the vulnerable witnesses 
but also the integrity of ongoing strategic partnerships whose exposure could have destabilizing 
effects. 

The memo did not explicitly instruct the judge to do anything illegal. That was not how the 
Empire spoke to itself at this level. Instead, it suggested “parameters” for admissible evidence, 
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recommended a “tight focus” on financial misconduct rather than “identities of tertiary 
attendees,” and urged that any plea agreements “avoid unnecessary entanglement with 
unrelated national security matters.” 

Attached was a draft of what would eventually become the sealed plea—complete with a 
section marked in track changes: 

Original: Defendant will testify fully regarding all individuals with knowledge of or involvement 
in the described offenses. 
Suggested revision: Defendant will testify fully in camera regarding all individuals whose 
testimony is necessary to sustain the charges brought. 

The difference was a single clause. The effect was a gate. 

Subsequent memos showed the judge responding in the same oblique, professional tone. 

I share your concern that justice in this matter be seen to be done without compromising 
broader interests, one reply read. While the Court cannot allow external considerations to 
dictate its findings, it can and will exercise discretion in managing evidentiary scope and public 
access. 

To legal scholars, these sentences were dynamite. 

They demonstrated, in crisp bureaucratic prose, that before the first witness had spoken, the 
supposed neutrality of the Court had already been braided with executive anxiety about 
“strategic partnerships.” The high rhetoric about independence had been quietly negotiated 
into something else. 

The memos did not identify the “tertiary attendees” by name. They did not mention Envoys or 
Trades of Suns. But they showed, unmistakably, that the island’s scandal had been treated, from 
the top, as a matter of statecraft as much as a matter of crime. 

Alongside these, another set of documents leaked: internal notes from the current Chief 
Justice’s confirmation process years later, when she had been a candidate for the High Court. 

One line in a vetting report stood out: 

Her role in managing the ethical framing of CR-17-0462 demonstrates a commendable 
understanding of the balance between strict legalism and the Empire’s broader stability needs. 

The site’s editor, a cautious academic, posted the documents with a long disclaimer. The 
authenticity of the memos has not been independently verified, he wrote, but the formatting, 
signatures, and routing codes are consistent with known internal practices. If true, they raise 
serious questions about the historical independence of the judiciary in high-profile cases. 
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They were true. 

Within hours, law faculties were buzzing. Group chats among clerks and young attorneys filled 
with screenshots and incredulous commentary. A handful of senior judges issued carefully 
worded statements about “the importance of context” and “lessons learned from past eras.” 
The High Court’s press office said the documents “appeared to mischaracterize normal 
coordination between branches.” 

To the public, once the story jumped from the legal site to larger outlets, the nuance didn’t 
matter. 

The icon had cracked. 

The Court—long sold as the last word, the neutral umpire that stood above parties and 
ministries—was suddenly just another room where “stability needs” had whispered in the ears 
of robed figures. 

“Neutral, my ass,” a woman muttered on a tram, scrolling past the story. “They were in on it the 
whole time.” 

Her companion shrugged, eyes on his own feed. “They’re all in on something. Always have 
been.” 

The difference now was that what had once been a cynical posture was acquiring receipts. 

7.2 Father Lucian confronts evidence that the Church’s own hierarchy made its peace with the 
Feast 

The same night the judicial memos went up, another packet of documents landed in a different 
inbox. 

Father Lucian found them on his desk in a plain envelope. 

No sender was listed. The internal mailroom stamp said only CHAPLAINCY – HAND DELIVERY. 

Inside were photocopies. 

The first was a letter on the stationery of the Church’s Central Secretariat, dated from the height 
of the island’s activity. It was addressed to a senior official in the Ministry of Social Harmony. 

Your Excellency, it began, we are grateful for the Empire’s continued support of our charitable 
initiatives, particularly those serving youth at risk. The generosity of certain benefactors you 
have introduced to us, including those operating through the Maris Foundation, has enabled us 
to expand our programs significantly. 

Lucian’s eyes went to the footnote. 
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Maris Foundation. He had seen that name once before, in a redacted briefing about the island’s 
shell companies, during a training on “sensitivity in dealing with survivors.” 

The letter went on. 

We are aware of unhelpful rumors circulating about the personal conduct of some patrons in 
unrelated contexts. While scandal is always regrettable, we believe it would be disproportionate 
to sever relationships that have borne much tangible fruit for the poor, particularly when no 
formal findings have been made. 

A second paragraph—underlined in blue pen, as if a previous reader had wanted to emphasize 
it—read: 

In exchange for continued discretion from the Ministry regarding our internal governance, we 
will ensure that our clergy refrain from public commentary on these matters and will 
emphasize, in our preaching, the importance of charity over judgment. 

Lucian put the paper down. 

He recognized the signature at the bottom. It belonged to Cardinal Meren, then head of the 
Secretariat, now a revered elder often wheeled out for speeches about moral courage in times 
of crisis. 

The next document was an internal Church memo, circulated among regional bishops, stamped 
CONFIDENTIAL – PASTORAL GUIDANCE. 

It referred obliquely to “recent media attention surrounding certain islands.” It instructed 
pastors not to “lend credence to sensationalism” and to “discourage our faithful from 
participating in protests that may undermine the Empire’s broader efforts to maintain order and 
justice.” 

We must remember, it said, that our seat at the table of power allows us to advocate for the 
vulnerable in ways that shouting from the street never could. To retain that seat, we sometimes 
must endure tension and trust that Providence will sort wheat from chaff. 

There was more. A schedule for a “private day of recollection” at a secluded retreat house, 
attended by several men whose initials matched those in the vice case files, including a note: 

Chaplaincy to provide confessor who understands the demands placed on those bearing 
temporal responsibility. 

A name was listed. Lucian knew him. Father Harlan, his mentor in the chaplaincy, now retired, 
who had often spoken of “ministering to souls in the corridors of power.” 

He felt the air in his office thicken. 
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Yara’s words about blessing what he did not see came back like an echo. 

How many times had he stood at a lectern, asking God to guide leaders, not realizing that his 
own hierarchy had negotiated silence as part of their relationship with those leaders’ vices? 

He carried the envelope to the small chapel. 

It was empty, as it often was during the day. The candle flickered in front of the cross. For the 
first time, the light felt less like a comfort and more like a spotlight. 

He sat in the front pew and reread the letter, tracing the phrases with his finger. 

We believe it would be disproportionate to sever relationships… 
Our seat at the table of power… 
Charity over judgment. 

There were theological defenses one could mount. 

One could argue that the Church’s obligation to the poor required cooperation with flawed 
benefactors. That cutting off funds from a tainted source would punish the innocent more than 
the guilty. That as long as the Church did not condone the sin, it could accept the sinner’s 
money and direct it toward good. 

He had heard homilies to that effect. 

But the memos did not speak in that language. They spoke in the language of mutual silence, of 
bargains with ministries, of a willingness to shape preaching to soothe donors and state alike. 

He went to his superior, Bishop Rafe, the man responsible for the chaplains to the intelligence 
services. 

Rafe read the documents with the bored expression of someone reviewing weather reports. 

“These are old,” he said. “Different era. Different leadership. We have since strengthened our 
safeguarding policies and our independence.” 

“But we never acknowledged this,” Lucian said, tapping Meren’s letter. “We never told the 
faithful that our silence was purchased. We still quote him as a model of prophetic critique.” 

Rafe shrugged. “Prophets are also administrators, Father. Decisions in real time rarely look as 
clean as the retrospect sermons make them.” 

Lucian felt something close to anger stir. “You’re not troubled that we were asked to emphasize 
‘charity over judgment’ precisely when judgment was most needed?” 
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“Of course I am troubled,” Rafe said. “I am also aware that had the Church publicly broken with 
the Empire over that scandal, we might have lost half our social funding. Our schools, our 
clinics. The very shelters where survivors like the ones you counsel now found refuge.” 

“So we bartered our voice for our buildings.” 

Rafe’s gaze sharpened. “We gambled that we could do more good by remaining at the table,” he 
said. “You, of all people, know some of the good we do. Do not pretend this is a simple ledger 
where we can strike out donations from sinners and still feed the poor.” 

Lucian’s throat tightened. “And what of the poor who were taken to that island in the first 
place? Who spoke and were not believed because men like Meren had signaled that stability 
mattered more than scandal?” 

Rafe closed his eyes briefly. 

“We failed them,” he said. “We failed them, and we have been trying, quietly, to do better ever 
since. The question before us now is whether public mea culpas will help or merely further 
erode the trust needed to do what remains to be done.” 

Lucian realized, with a chill, that he was hearing the same argument he had heard in the 
strategic briefings, dressed in ecclesiastical terms. 

Trust. Stability. Seat at the table. 

He left Rafe’s office with the envelope still in his hand. 

That night, alone in the chapel, he did something he had not done before. 

He did not pray for the Empire. He did not pray for wisdom for its leaders. He did not even pray 
for clarity about his own role. 

He prayed a single, stark sentence, directed into the dim space before the cross. 

Show them what they have done, he whispered. All of them. Us. Them. If there is a Vault where 
we have stored our almost-ends and our compromises, break it open before we add anything 
worse. 

He did not know if he meant a literal Vault or a moral one. He only knew that the institution he 
had believed would stand, if all others fell, had just been dragged into the same mud. 

The icon of the Church as unbought conscience had cracked to match the Court’s. 
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7.3 Street-level reaction: protests, apathy, and the first cracks in everyday obedience 

On the streets, Wave Two felt less like revelation and more like pressure on an old bruise. 

The judicial memos and Church letters filtered down through layers of commentary and 
simplification. Most people did not read the documents. They saw headlines. 

LEAKED EMAILS SHOW COURT, GOVERNMENT COORDINATED ON ELITE ABUSE CASE. 
CHURCH LEADERSHIP URGED “DISCRETION” ABOUT CONTROVERSIAL DONORS. 

At first, the response was scattered. 

Students at the law faculty organized a small demonstration outside the High Court. They 
carried signs that read NO SECRET PARAMETERS and JUDGES, NOT MANAGERS. A few 
professors joined, uncomfortable in their academic robes under the harsh midday sun. 

Across town, a survivors’ collective held a candlelight vigil outside a cathedral. 

They did not chant slogans. They stood in silence, holding photos—not of their abusers, but of 
themselves at the ages when they had not been believed. A local priest, against the advice of 
his diocesan office, stepped out and joined them, offering a short, shaking apology on behalf of 
“a Church that chose its seat at the table over your cries.” 

The clip went viral. 

The bishop’s office issued a clarification the next day, praising the priest’s “compassion” while 
stressing that “institutional responses must be measured and unified.” The priest was quietly 
reassigned to a remote parish within the month. 

In the commercial districts, life went on. 

Queues formed at coffee kiosks, commuters pushed into metro cars, children tugged at their 
parents’ sleeves in toy stores. On screens above them, news anchors tried to thread a delicate 
needle. 

“Newly leaked documents suggest closer coordination between branches of our government in 
a historic case than previously understood,” one said, voice smooth. “Officials stress that 
reforms implemented since then have strengthened the independence of the judiciary.” 

Panels of experts debated whether “backchannel communication” between courts and 
executives was “unavoidable in complex cases” or “a fundamental betrayal of the separation of 
powers.” Call-in shows lit up with citizens venting decades of pent-up skepticism. 

“I told you they were all in it together,” one caller said. “But what am I supposed to do? Not pay 
taxes? Not go to work?” 
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A shopkeeper in a working-class neighborhood watched snippets of these debates between 
customers. 

“They’ve been blessing thieves for years,” his neighbor muttered, jabbing a thumb at the screen 
where a bishop was being interviewed. “Now we have proof. So what? Are you going to stop 
sending your kids to their schools?” 

He shrugged. “Where else would I send them? The Empire’s schools are worse.” 

That was the heart of it. 

Most people had nowhere else to go. 

Their lives were braided into the very institutions now revealed to be compromised. Courts 
registered their marriages and handled their divorces. Churches ran their hospitals and cared for 
their elderly. Ministries issued their passports and paid their pensions. 

You could be furious and still show up at the office Monday. 

Yet something intangible began to shift. 

In one district, bus drivers started letting protestors ride free, waving them past the payment 
scanners with a nod. When questioned by supervisors, they cited “confusion over updated fare 
codes.” 

In another, a group of young police officers refused an order to disperse a peaceful 
demonstration outside the High Court, claiming their radios had “lost signal.” Video later 
showed one of them turning the volume down himself. 

In workplaces, the small rituals of deference frayed. 

Employees stopped standing when a visiting dignitary entered the room. A clerk in a ministry 
refused to fast-track a request from a judge’s office, insisting on “normal processing times.” A 
nurse at a Church-run clinic quietly pinned a survivors’ support ribbon to her uniform, despite a 
memo advising “visual neutrality in politically charged matters.” 

These were tiny gestures. They did not topple any towers. The Empire of Glass still glittered in 
the evening light, its mirrored surfaces intact. 

But underneath, everyday obedience—a force as real as any law—was developing hairline 
fractures. 

In the Ministry of Information Integrity, algorithms tracking “compliance indicators” picked up 
subtle anomalies: increased delay in form submissions from certain departments, higher error 
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rates on routine paperwork from regions with active protests, a spike in unreturned survey 
forms. 

Nothing catastrophic. Just a thousand small shrugs. 

Elias noticed it close to home. 

Lan from data hygiene forgot, twice in a week, to attend the daily “Alignment Brief,” a ten-
minute session in which staff were updated on the official framing of current events. When he 
reminded her, she rolled her eyes. 

“I can read the memos,” she said. “I don’t need a pep talk with stock footage.” 

Tomas from redaction review began to leave tiny jokes in his work files. Nothing obvious—just 
comment tags labeled SURE, TOTALLY INDEPENDENT or DEFINITELY NOT COORDINATED next to 
particularly egregious examples of executive meddling in case summaries. He deleted them 
before finalizing, but the act itself was a small rebellion. 

“You’re going to get yourself flagged,” Elias warned. 

“I’m already flagged,” Tomas said. “We all are now, just for being close to this stuff. Might as well 
entertain myself while the glass creaks.” 

In the chaplaincy, Father Lucian noticed fewer officers coming to confession, and more sitting 
quietly in the chapel, staring at nothing. When he approached, they smiled thinly and said they 
were “just resting.” 

One of them, a young analyst, put it more bluntly. 

“I used to think,” she said, “that I was working for a flawed system trying its best. Now it feels 
like I’m working for a system that’s really good at looking like it’s trying its best. I don’t know 
what to confess. Being tired?” 

He had no answer. 

On talk shows, pundits argued about whether this drift was dangerous. 

“Societies need shared icons,” one said. “Courts, churches, civic myths. When you break them 
all at once, you risk chaos.” 

“Or you risk people finally growing up,” another countered. “Maybe obedience built on lies 
deserves to crack.” 

In a dingy internet café, Mara watched a clip of the survivors’ vigil outside the cathedral for the 
third time. 
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She saw the priest’s trembling apology. She saw the faces of the women and men holding 
candles, some of them younger than she’d been when she first arrived on the island, some 
older, all lit by a flickering orange that made their eyes look like embers. 

She did not feel catharsis. 

But she felt something she had not felt in a long time: the sense that the Empire’s story about 
itself was no longer uncontested in the open air. That the icons she had been told would always 
stand above her life were, finally, being named as part of the same world that had broken her. 

Wave Two had not brought down the towers. 

It had done something subtler and, perhaps, more dangerous to those in power. 

It had taught ordinary people that the glass could crack and the sky would not immediately 
fall—at least, not yet. 

 

8. Wave Three: Toward the God Vault 

8.1 Elias discovers a classified annex on a nearly triggered catastrophe and realizes how close 
the world once came 

Access came in stages, like a series of doors he had not realized were there. 

First, the metadata. Then, supervised cross-referencing. Now, a third level. 

The notice appeared on his terminal as a pop-up that would not be minimized. 

ACCESS PRIVILEGE UPDATE – HIST-INT-RISK 
You have been granted CONDITIONAL CONTENT VIEW for select Annex N records, as designated 
by Director Korr. 
Scope: NS-ALERT-29 (redacted), SS-PL-337 (redacted – summary only). 
All viewing will occur in Secure Reading Room B. No copying devices permitted. 

Elias stared at the words until they blurred. 

Content view. 

For weeks, he had been mapping patterns in the dark: codes, dates, risk scores. Now, suddenly, 
they were going to let him see what lay behind one of the codes that kept reappearing in his 
matrix. 

NS-ALERT-29. 
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He signed the additional oaths in a small side office, his hand cramping halfway through the 
page of dense legal text about treason, disclosure, and “civilizational risk.” A guard checked his 
ID twice before escorting him to Reading Room B, a featureless chamber with a single terminal 
bolted to a desk and a camera in the corner. 

The system recognized his retina, then his handprint, then demanded a verbal phrase he had 
been given on a slip of paper and ordered to memorize and destroy. 

“Annex N review, stability linkage,” he said, throat dry. 

The terminal unlocked. 

The NS-ALERT-29 file opened in segments. 

The first was a timeline: minute-by-minute entries from an underground command center on a 
night twelve years ago. 

01:17 – Early-warning satellite network flags anomalous heat signatures consistent with missile 
launches from Rival State eastern region. 
01:18 – Automated alert escalates DEFCON level from 4 to 3 (preliminary). 
01:19 – Duty officers verify satellite feed. Visual confirms bright plumes; cloud cover 
complicates pattern analysis. 
01:20 – Initial assessment: 5–7 potential launch signatures. 

Elias felt the air thicken. 

He scrolled. 

01:22 – Joint Chiefs notified. 
01:23 – Secure line to Chancellor established. 
01:24 – Secondary radar stations report no inbound objects yet detected. Discrepancy noted. 
01:25 – Consideration of false alarm vs. low-altitude trajectory. Command strongly cautions 
against delay in posture shift. 

Embedded in the log were transcripts: clipped exchanges between men and women whose 
names were still blacked out. 

“Sir, if this is real and we hesitate—” 
“And if it’s not real and we move to full alert, do you understand what we signal?” 
“We are already signaling.” 

At 01:26, a separate thread appeared in the log. 

01:26 – Intelligence Liaison reports credible threat against strategic asset LY-HR-01 in Client 
Kingdom Lyran. Threat vector: targeted attack at private residence. 
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A footnote linked to SS-PL-337. Elias hovered over it. 

Reference: See Strategic Stability Framework SS-PL-337 for status of LY-HR-01 designation 
(Envoy category) and associated deterrent linkages. 

Envoy category. 

He remembered the Feast files’ coy references to “certain foreign guests whose security has 
implications beyond hospitality.” He remembered LY-HR-01 as a tag fluttering at the edge of 
those documents. 

Here, in Annex N, it was stated plainly: strategic asset. 

The log continued. 

01:27 – Preliminary assessment: simultaneous threat to homeland (possible missile launches) 
and to Envoy asset in Client Kingdom. Contingency review NS-CONT-17 triggered. 
01:28 – Option set B presented to Chancellor: 
B1: Raise national readiness to DEFCON 2; notify public after initial posture shift. 
B2: Maintain current level; increase covert monitoring; treat threat to LY-HR-01 as separate. 
B3: Quietly reinforce Lyran security for LY-HR-01; hold posture; seek additional confirmation on 
launches. 

The transcript of that minute had been scrubbed; only a summary remained. 

Chancellor initially inclined toward B1; counterarguments presented re: risk of inadvertent 
escalation based on unconfirmed sensor data. Decision deferred pending additional 
confirmation. 

At 01:29, a note from a junior analyst appeared. 

01:29 – Tech-4 Analyst [name redacted] requests permission to cross-check satellite feed 
against raw telescope imagery and weather models. Permission granted reluctantly due to time 
constraints. 

Elias followed the link. 

The annex opened into a separate view: scanned images of old screens, graphs, and the 
analyst’s hurried notes. 

Cloud formations. Angles of reflection. A comparison with a previous false alarm in a different 
theater, logged years earlier and forgotten by most. 

At 01:31, the analyst flagged a pattern: the “launch signatures” were consistent with sunlight 
reflecting off high-altitude cloud formations, not missile plumes. 
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At 01:32, the command center argued again. 

“The correlation is not perfect.” 
“It is close enough to warrant a pause.” 
“We are already at 3. If they are real, we lose minutes we do not have.” 
“If they are not real, we walk our people to the edge for nothing. Again.” 

At 01:33, the Chancellor made the call. 

Hold at current readiness. Reinforce Lyran security. No public announcement. Continue 
monitoring. 

At 01:35, the anomalous signatures faded from the satellite feed. 

No missiles. No war. No explanation sent to the public. 

Elias leaned back, feeling as if he had been holding his breath across twelve years. 

He scrolled further. 

The post-incident analysis was colder. 

Conclusion: NS-ALERT-29 triggered by misinterpretation of solar reflections under unusual 
atmospheric conditions. Contributing factors: algorithmic bias toward threat detection, 
cognitive bias in operators under stress, ongoing concern about Rival State posture. 

Under a separate heading: 

Secondary concern: Simultaneous threat to LY-HR-01 in Client Kingdom introduced 
inappropriate linkage between protection of Envoy asset and considerations of national 
posture. Recommendation: future separation of tactical protection of strategic partners from 
strategic alert protocols, to avoid conflation of personal security with existential risk. 

Elias read that paragraph three times. 

Inappropriate linkage. 

The file did not dwell on how “inappropriate” it had been. 

But the structure of the log made it plain: in those tense minutes, the safety of an Envoy whose 
presence at the Feast had created leverage, the fear of being blackmailed by a client kingdom, 
and the automated alerts of a flawed satellite system had all braided together into a rope that 
could have been used to hang the world. 

He opened the annex’s last section: a one-page memorandum marked for the Inner Council 
only. 
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It summarized the incident in bland terms, then added a sentence that made his skin prickle. 

This event illustrates the danger of allowing private compromise channels to intersect with 
strategic signaling pathways; were the public aware of the degree to which high-level deterrent 
decisions are entangled with such channels, regime legitimacy would be imperiled beyond easy 
repair. 

He looked up at the camera in the corner, suddenly aware of its tiny red light. 

Someone had written this down. Someone had filed it, not into the ordinary archives but into 
the Vault. Someone had understood, even then, that the distance between a blackmail photo 
on an island and a hand hovering over a launch key was measured, at least once, in minutes. 

He closed his eyes. 

If NS-ALERT-29 were to leak in full, the world would learn that one ordinary night had almost 
become its last because the Empire’s “strategic asset” happened to be in the wrong place at the 
wrong time, and because no one had wanted to imagine that a ghost on a radar might be just 
that. 

His task, he reminded himself, was not to judge. It was to map risk. 

But sitting in the windowless room, with the ghost of that almost-war flickering on his screen, 
Elias felt something shift inside him. 

The Feast was no longer just about what had been done to people like Mara. 

It was about how close the entire system had come to destroying itself while pretending to be in 
control. 

When he emerged from Reading Room B, the corridor felt too narrow. 

Director Korr was waiting near the elevator. 

“Well?” she asked. 

He searched for safe words. 

“The linkage is real,” he said. “If anything even approaching this were exposed alongside the 
vice records, it would… change the nature of public outrage.” 

“To what?” she asked. 

“From anger at monsters to fear of a system,” he said. “Fear that the people running things have 
been gambling with everything, not just with bodies on an island.” 

She nodded slowly, as if he had passed a test he had not known he was taking. 
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“Good,” she said. “We need someone in this office who understands that distinction.” 

He wasn’t sure whether that was a comfort. 

8.2 Serrin’s faction argues over how far to go: leverage versus irreversible collapse 

The House of Perigree felt different now. 

It wasn’t just the way staff glanced at the private salon as they passed, or the extra layer of 
security at the back entrance. It was something in the way the old wood seemed to listen. 

Serrin sat at the same table as before, but the dynamic had shifted. 

In addition to Rendal the media chair, the philanthropist, and the former foreign secretary, there 
were two new faces: a tech entrepreneur whose platforms had quietly aided the spread of 
certain leaks, and a younger operative from the political consultancy world, invited by Rendal as 
“someone who understands the current information terrain.” 

The tech entrepreneur, Val, spoke first. 

“Wave One did what we expected,” he said. “Demonstrated capacity. Wave Two cracked the 
icons. The Court’s numbers are down ten points in trust metrics; the Church’s, five. People are 
disoriented.” 

The philanthropist shifted uncomfortably. “You say that as if disorientation were an end in 
itself.” 

“It’s leverage,” Val replied. “The Inner Council is now operating in an environment where their 
symbols are no longer untouchable. They have to weigh public reaction more seriously.” 

“And yet,” Rendal said, tapping his glass, “they’ve made no move to widen the Initiative. Still on 
track to feed the public a handful of sacrificial names and framed narratives.” 

“Which brings us to Wave Three,” said the younger operative, Leira. “We need to decide how 
close we go to the Vault.” 

The word hung in the air. 

Serrin watched their faces. Some flinched, still unused to saying it aloud. Others—like Val and 
Leira—seemed almost invigorated by the danger of the term. 

“We do not ‘go to the Vault,’” Serrin said. “We don’t have it. What we have are pointers. A 
catalog. Enough to suggest, not to demolish.” 

Leira smiled thinly. “You’re underselling yourself. The catalog you showed us? The overlap 
between Feast cases and Annex N events? If even a fraction of that were illustrated with actual 
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documents—snippets, redacted logs—it would accomplish more than a thousand anonymous 
leaks about mid-level corruption.” 

“And it would do what, precisely?” asked the foreign secretary. “Convince the public that their 
leaders almost erased them by accident? Convince our rivals that our systems are more brittle 
than they thought? You may be underestimating the speed at which panic becomes violence.” 

Val leaned forward. “No one is suggesting we dump everything at once,” he said. “What we’re 
proposing is a controlled escalation. Wave Three would introduce the idea that the Feast’s 
network intersected with deterrence decisions. Not enough to trigger immediate crisis, but 
enough to make the Inner Council realize we’re not bluffing about the Vault-adjacent material.” 

“An image here,” Leira added. “A redacted log there. Proof that NS-ALERT-29 wasn’t just a 
weather glitch but was handled under the shadow of an Envoy threat. Proof that SS-PL-337 
wasn’t just about energy cooperation.” 

The philanthropist wrapped her shawl tighter. 

“And when people see that?” she asked softly. “When they realize how close we came? Do you 
think they will calmly write to their representatives and demand reform? Or will some of them 
decide that any institution willing to take such risks does not deserve to exist?” 

“Institutions survive revelations all the time,” Leira said. “They adapt. They rebrand. They create 
new oversight bodies. We’re not children. The Empire won’t fall because we show them one 
near-miss.” 

Serrin shook his head. 

“You are thinking about institutions,” he said. “I am thinking about human beings sitting in 
apartments, reading that their lives once hung on the behavior of an Envoy on an island and a 
glitch in space. Some will shrug. Many will not. Fear is a solvent.” 

Rendal frowned. “So your plan is to what—keep firing warning shots forever? At what point do 
we actually force the Council to expand the narrative instead of just patching around it?” 

“That is the question,” Serrin said quietly. “How much pressure can we apply before the glass 
doesn’t just crack, it shatters?” 

Val tapped his tablet. 

“We already see signs of hairline fractures,” he said. “Delayed obedience metrics, small non-
compliances. But nothing like collapse. In my field, this is the window where leverage is 
maximal. Enough doubt to force negotiation, not enough chaos to render negotiation useless.” 
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“And what are we negotiating for, exactly?” the foreign secretary asked. “Our own survival? A 
broader confession? Structural reform?” 

Serrin considered. 

“All of the above,” he said. “I do not pretend altruism. I prefer not to die in a cell while the 
people who used us walk away untouched. But I also know this: if the Council can get away with 
pinning the Feast solely on us, they will. And if they are not made to reckon with the ways the 
Feast was woven into their strategic choices, nothing will change in the next crisis.” 

The philanthropist looked at him. 

“Do you believe,” she asked, “that there is any way to reveal enough to force that reckoning 
without endangering everything?” 

He met her gaze. 

“I don’t know,” he said. “That is why I want Wave Three to be a threat, not a detonation. 
Carefully chosen fragments, not the full log. Enough to make it undeniable that a second story 
exists beneath the one they plan to tell.” 

Leira sighed. “You’re still playing chess,” she said. “But what if they’re playing chicken? What if 
they call your bluff? Are you willing to go all the way? To hand the catalog to people who will 
dump it unfiltered?” 

Serrin thought of Elias, though he did not know his name—the faceless analysts inside the 
Ministry whom Korr had once described as “sensitive enough to notice discrepancies, loyal 
enough not to publish them.” 

He thought of Mara, whose testimony had been trimmed to fit the Court’s parameters. 

He thought of the night of NS-ALERT-29, when people like him had been asleep while others 
decided whether to move their world from one column to another. 

“No,” he said, surprising himself with the firmness of it. “I am not willing to cause collapse for 
the sake of vindication.” 

“So we go halfway and hope,” Rendal muttered. 

“We go as far as we must,” Serrin said, “to convince them that the safest place for this empire is 
not in deeper denial, but in something like repentance.” 

Val snorted. “Repentance,” he repeated. “You’re sounding like a priest.” 

“Maybe the priests have something to teach us after all,” Serrin said, thinking of Father Harlan 
and his quiet days of recollection for men who would not let their sins touch policy. 
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The foreign secretary exhaled. 

“Suppose we do as you say,” he said. “Selective Vault-adjacent leaks. Enough to show the shape 
of NS-ALERT-29 and the Trade of Suns without handing over the keys. How do we deliver 
them?” 

Val raised his hand slightly. 

“I have contacts in platforms,” he said. “And someone inside Information Integrity has been… 
receptive. They don’t know us, but they know something is wrong. If we give them carefully 
redacted excerpts, they can route them to outlets that won’t immediately dismiss them as 
fantasies.” 

“An analyst?” Serrin asked. 

“Something like that,” Val said. “A metadata ghost who’s starting to see the picture.” 

Serrin considered the risk of drawing someone like that into the blast radius. Then he 
remembered the oaths Elias had probably signed, the weight of NS-ALERT-29 on his shoulders. 

The blast radius already included him. 

“Very well,” Serrin said. “We proceed with Wave Three as signal, not firestorm. But understand: 
if we cross this line, there may be no way back to the old equilibrium. The Council will know we 
are willing to touch their sanctum, even if we only scrape the door.” 

Leira smiled, thin and bright. 

“Isn’t that the point?” she said. 

Serrin did not answer. 

He looked instead at the window, at the reflection of the city in the river below. The Empire of 
Glass glowed in the gathering dusk, each building a vertical mirror. 

For the first time, he wondered whether anything as fragile and as sharp as glass could be 
reformed once it had learned it could crack. 

8.3 Lucian and Mara meet: a survivor and a priest trying to decide whether truth can ever be 
safe 

They met, fittingly, in a liminal space: a café across from a courthouse, beneath a church. 

The journalist who had been corresponding with Mara arranged it. 

He told Mara, via encrypted chat: There’s a chaplain I trust more than most. He’s rattled by what 
he’s seeing from the inside. I think you two should talk. 
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He told Lucian, in a quiet call from an unmarked number: There’s a survivor who understands 
the public side of this better than any of us. She knows the Feast from below. She’s wary but 
willing. 

Mara arrived first. She chose a corner table facing the door, back to the wall. Old habits from 
years of never wanting to be surprised from behind. 

Lucian arrived a few minutes later, identifiable at once by the collar he seemed almost to be 
apologizing for. 

He hesitated before sitting, as if waiting for permission. 

“You’re Father Lucian,” Mara said, to break the awkwardness. “The chaplain from the stories.” 

He smiled faintly. “And you’re Mara. The survivor from… the stories.” 

They both understood that “stories” was a polite word for things that had been filed, mediated, 
partially believed. 

The café smelled of burnt coffee and disinfectant. Outside, people moved past the window with 
the distracted purposefulness of city dwellers for whom everything and nothing had changed. 

“I don’t usually meet clergy,” Mara said. “No offense.” 

“None taken,” Lucian replied. “I don’t usually meet survivors outside fluorescent rooms with 
tissues. So we’re both out of place.” 

She studied him. 

“You’re the one who prayed for the Vault to be broken open,” she said. 

He blinked. “Where did you hear that?” 

“The journalist,” she said. “He didn’t quote you. He just said there was someone in the 
chaplaincy who was starting to ask for something other than the Empire’s success.” 

Lucian looked down at his hands. 

“I don’t know if I prayed for the Vault to be broken,” he said slowly. “I prayed that we would be 
shown what we have done before we add anything worse. That might amount to the same 
thing.” 

Mara stirred her coffee. 

“Do you think truth is safe?” she asked, without preface. 

He looked up. 
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“I think,” he said, “that some truths are like anesthetic and some are like explosives. And we are 
very bad at telling which is which until after we’ve lit the fuse.” 

“That’s not an answer,” she said. 

He managed a small, tired smile. “It’s the only honest one I have.” 

She leaned back. 

“When I testified,” she said, “they told me that telling the truth would set me free. That it would 
help others. That the system needed my courage.” She snorted softly. “What it needed was my 
details. My story became a tile in a mosaic whose shape I never got to see.” 

“I’ve read some of those tiles,” he said. “Not yours specifically, but others. Condensed into 
paragraphs. It’s… inadequate.” 

“Now,” she went on, “I watch these leaks. Wave after wave. People are finally seeing that the 
Feast wasn’t just a party gone wrong. That the Court and the Church and the ministries and the 
island were all part of the same web. And part of me wants to scream: Good. Pour everything 
out. Show them the Vault. Make them choke on it.” 

“And another part?” he asked gently. 

“Another part,” she said, “has watched what happens when people choke. Conspiracy forums 
where my trauma becomes a prop for wild fantasies. Strangers using words like ‘adrenochrome’ 
who don’t care about me, only their high from ‘knowing the truth.’ People who want the whole 
world to burn because their favorite icon cracked.” 

She met his eyes. 

“You’ve seen the other side,” she said. “The near-wars. The almost-plagues. The Trade of Suns. 
You know what’s in that Vault, or close to it. Tell me honestly: if it all came out tomorrow, 
unfiltered, do we survive it?” 

He hesitated. 

Images flashed through his mind: the NS-ALERT-29 log, the Trade of Suns memo, the Church’s 
letter to the Ministry. Elias’ pale face emerging from Reading Room B. Protestors outside the 
High Court. The survivors’ vigil outside his cathedral. 

“At the level of physics,” he said finally, “yes. The sun will still rise. Gravity will still pull. At the 
level of institutions… I don’t know. At the level of souls… some would be freed by the honesty. 
Others would be shattered by the sudden realization that nothing they trusted was what it 
claimed to be.” 
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“So we don’t tell?” she asked. 

“I didn’t say that,” he said quickly. “Only that ‘all at once’ might not be the only option.” 

She snorted. “You sound like my bishop. ‘Measured responses.’ ‘Gradual healing.’” 

He flinched. 

“I’m not defending what they did,” he said. “I’m trying to distinguish between justice and 
arson.” 

“They feel the same to people like me,” she said. “The building you want to preserve is the one 
that protected the people who did this.” 

He swallowed. 

“Then why did you agree to meet me?” he asked. “If you see me as part of that building.” 

She looked past him, out the window, where the courthouse steps were visible. 

“Because,” she said, “I’m tired of being used. Used by abusers, used by prosecutors, used by 
activists, used by people who want my story to prove whatever they already believed. You’re 
the first person I’ve heard of inside that machine who sounds actually… conflicted. Who isn’t 
sure whether more truth is automatically good. And I needed to know if that conflict was real or 
another performance.” 

“Is it?” he asked. 

She studied his face for a long moment. 

“Yes,” she said eventually. “You look like a man who realizes his prayers might be the fuse, not 
the balm.” 

He exhaled, a sound halfway between a laugh and a sigh. 

“What about you?” he asked. “Do you think truth can ever be safe?” 

She traced a circle on the table with her finger. 

“Safe for whom?” she said. “For me, it was never safe. But it was necessary. The lie was killing 
me faster than the exposure.” 

“And for the Empire?” he pressed. 

“I don’t care about the Empire,” she said reflexively. Then she stopped. “No, that’s not true. I do. 
Because I live in it. Because my friends do. Because if it collapses, it won’t be the Inner Council 
who starve first.” 
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They sat with that for a moment. 

“So we’re both trapped,” he said. “You by the need to tell, me by the fear of what telling might 
do.” 

“Maybe,” she said. “Or maybe we’re the first ones in the room who are actually looking at both 
sides.” 

The journalist had given them a hint, and Mara decided to test it. 

“There’s an analyst,” she said. “Someone inside your ministries who’s been feeding us 
metadata. No names. Just patterns. He—or she—has seen Annex N from the inside. Wave Three 
is coming because of people like that. Because the world deserves to know how close it’s been 
held over the fire.” 

Lucian didn’t ask how she knew. He had his own sources. 

“I believe you,” he said. “And I believe they’re right that some of this needs to be known.” 

“Then what are you going to do?” she asked. “Pray harder?” 

He winced, but she smiled to soften it. 

“I can’t blow whistles,” he said. “I don’t have access to the levers your analyst does. What I can 
do is this: stop lending my blessing to their stability theater. If the Empire wants to hold a 
service thanking God for the Historical Clarity Initiative, I can say no. And I can talk to others like 
me, small nodes of conscience inside the machine.” 

“And me?” she said. “What do I do, besides lend my pain to another wave?” 

He thought of the survivors’ vigil, of the priest who had apologized and been reassigned. 

“You do what you’ve already been doing,” he said. “Tell the truth in ways that center your own 
humanity, not their narratives. Work with people who don’t want your story to be a grenade, 
but a mirror.” 

She looked skeptical. 

“Do you really think mirrors can compete with grenades?” she asked. 

“Only if enough people decide to look,” he said. 

Outside, a group of young protestors began to gather on the courthouse steps, holding signs 
that read OUR LIVES ARE NOT PARAMETERS and NO MORE SECRET NEAR-ENDINGS. Someone 
had drawn a rough sketch of a vault door with cracks radiating from it. 

Mara watched them. 
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“Wave Three is coming,” she said. 

Lucian nodded. 

“Then we should decide,” he said, “whether we want to be part of the force that aims it, or part 
of the rubble afterward.” 

She turned back to him. 

“One condition,” she said. “If I agree to work with you—talk to your conscience nodes, share 
what I know—I will not be folded into some neat reconciliation narrative. No ‘brave survivor 
meets humble priest and they heal the Empire.’ We’re not here to heal it. We’re here to stop it 
from killing more people while it heals itself, if it ever does.” 

He met her gaze. 

“Agreed,” he said. 

They shook hands across the table. 

It did not feel like absolution. 

It felt like two people on opposite sides of the same wound deciding, reluctantly, to stand close 
enough that, when the Vault door finally shifted—even a fraction—they might be able to catch 
some of what came out before it crushed everyone standing beneath it. 

 

9. Choosing the Key 

9.1 The Inner Council’s counter-move: selective arrests, new “emergency secrecy” decrees 

The Inner Council convened again, this time with less of the practiced calm and more of the 
brittle efficiency of people who felt time closing in. 

On the table in front of them lay two piles of paper. 

One contained printouts of recent leaks: the judicial memos, the Church correspondence, 
internal polling showing the drop in institutional trust. The other contained draft legislation, 
stamped URGENT – STABILITY. 

Internal Security spoke first. 

“We have identified three probable conduits for the leaks in Waves One and Two,” he said. “A 
mid-level accounts officer in the Ministry of Youth Affairs, a systems administrator in the 
regional policing network, and an analyst in a private financial compliance firm. All have been 
detained.” 
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“Are they actually responsible?” the Chief Justice asked. 

“They are plausibly responsible,” Internal Security replied. “We have logs showing irregular 
access. Whether they are the sole sources is irrelevant to the signal.” 

“The signal,” the Chancellor repeated. 

“Yes,” Internal Security said. “We must demonstrate that the Empire will not tolerate 
unauthorized disclosures in this climate.” 

Director Korr shifted in her chair. 

“Punishing a few mid-level staff will not stop whoever is coordinating this,” she said. “The 
pattern of documents suggests a higher level of access and curation.” 

“That may be,” Internal Security replied. “But we cannot arrest the unknown, and we cannot 
appear paralyzed. These detentions buy us space.” 

The Chancellor turned to the stack of draft decrees. 

“And these,” he said, “are meant to buy us the rest.” 

The chief of staff flipped to the first page. 

“Stability Integrity Decree,” he read aloud. “Under it, any materials designated ‘historical 
stability sensitive’—that is, Annex N and related—are subject to enhanced secrecy provisions. 
Unauthorized possession becomes not merely a breach of classification but an act of 
‘information sabotage’—punishable under emergency law.” 

“Emergency law?” the foreign liaison asked. “We are not formally under any declared 
emergency.” 

“Then we declare one,” the Chief Justice said. “We have leeway under existing statutes when 
faced with threats to the continuity of governance.” 

Korr frowned. “You are proposing to criminalize not just leaks, but knowledge,” she said. 
“Anyone who happens to see these documents, even accidentally, becomes, in legal terms, an 
internal enemy.” 

“That knowledge was never meant to be shared widely in the first place,” the Chief Justice said 
crisply. “If we had not been lax in our internal controls, we would not be here.” 

The Chancellor tapped another sheet. 

“Additionally,” he said, “we will issue a Communications Integrity Order. All media outlets will be 
required to consult with the Ministry of Information Integrity prior to publishing any leaked 
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materials purported to involve national security. We will frame it as a safeguard against foreign 
disinformation.” 

“Which will also cover domestic, inconvenient information,” Korr said. 

“That is the point,” the Chief Justice replied. 

The foreign liaison spoke up. 

“What about Serrin?” he asked bluntly. “We know he has some catalog. If he believes we are 
moving into emergency measures, he may interpret it as a signal that negotiation is over.” 

Internal Security nodded. 

“We will not move directly against him,” he said. “Not yet. We will move against his periphery. 
Rendal’s assistant has already been detained on tax irregularities. A key contact in the 
philanthropy network is under audit. We will squeeze, but not crush.” 

The Chancellor looked to Korr. 

“And your shop?” he asked. “Information Integrity has become a battleground. We need to 
know who inside has touched Annex N in the last quarter. If we cannot trust the ones mapping 
overlaps, we have no chance of containing this.” 

Korr chose her words carefully. 

“The HIST-INT-RISK project you commissioned has, by design, accessed Annex N metadata 
broadly,” she said. “If you now choose to treat anyone who has participated as a potential 
traitor, you will decapitate our capacity to understand our own vulnerabilities.” 

“That is not what I asked,” the Chancellor said. “I asked who has touched it.” 

She met his gaze. 

“Analyst Kade has had the broadest exposure,” she said. “Under my supervision. I vouch for his 
professionalism.” 

The room was silent for a heartbeat. 

“Professionalism is not the same as loyalty,” Internal Security said. “When people see as much 
as he has, they can develop… opinions.” 

Korr didn’t flinch. 

“Perhaps,” she said. “But you asked for someone who could trace the overlaps honestly. You 
cannot simultaneously demand clarity and then punish those who achieve it.” 
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“We can and will, if necessary,” the Chief Justice said. 

The Chancellor held up a hand. 

“Enough,” he said. “We will not preemptively move against Analyst Kade. Not yet. We will, 
however, tighten the perimeter. Annex N content access will be restricted further; existing 
analyses will be consolidated and purged of unnecessary detail. HIST-INT-RISK will be formally 
concluded within the month.” 

“And the decrees?” the chief of staff asked. 

“We promulgate them,” the Chancellor said. “We will speak solemnly of ‘information terrorism’ 
and ‘attempts by foreign and internal actors to weaponize partial truths.’ We will promise 
greater transparency after stability is secured.” 

He leaned back. 

“We are not, contrary to some romantic notions, obliged to hand knives to those who wish to 
stab us in the name of purity.” 

The foreign liaison glanced at the leak printouts. 

“What if,” he said quietly, “what they have is not a knife but a mirror?” 

“Then we will break the mirror,” the Chief Justice said, “and prosecute those holding the 
shards.” 

Korr said nothing. 

Later, in the hallway outside the Chamber, she watched as aides hurried off to deliver the new 
decrees to ministries and networks. On the screens in the lobby, a news anchor was already 
teasing a statement from the Chancellor about “emergency measures to protect citizens from 
destabilizing disclosure campaigns.” 

She felt, for the first time, that she was standing inside a machine that had decided to prefer 
blindness to the risk of seeing itself. 

And she knew exactly which analyst’s work would be the first to go under the knife. 

9.2 Elias must decide whether to destroy, leak, or hide a subset of God Vault documents 

The Stability Integrity Decree arrived in Elias’s inbox with the same neutral chime as a routine 
software update. 

He opened the message and felt his stomach dip. 
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All staff with prior or current exposure to Annex N indices are reminded that such materials are 
now classified under Emergency Category S. Any retention of copies, notes, or derivative 
analyses outside authorized consolidated reports is strictly prohibited. A compliance sweep will 
occur within 72 hours. 

He scrolled. 

As part of this consolidation, Project HIST-INT-RISK is hereby concluded. Relevant insights will be 
integrated into a summary document prepared under the direct supervision of Director Korr 
and transmitted to the Inner Council. All working materials are to be destroyed under 
observation. 

Destroyed. 

He stared at the word. 

His “working materials” were not just spreadsheets and matrices. They were the only map he 
knew of that showed, however imperfectly, where the Feast’s shadow overlapped the Empire’s 
almost-ends. 

NS-ALERT-29. SS-PL-337. The other codes he had not yet fully explored. 

He was still staring when a second message appeared, this one marked MEETING REQUEST – 
MANDATORY. 

Director Korr. 18:30. Office. 

He arrived on time. 

Korr’s office was dimly lit, blinds half-drawn. It was the first time he had seen it without other 
staff present. 

She gestured for him to sit. 

“Analyst Kade,” she said, “you’ve seen the decree.” 

“Yes,” he said. 

“You understand what it means for your project.” 

“Yes.” 

She studied him. 

“I am going to tell you something that I should not have to say to a records analyst,” she said. 
“You have become dangerous.” 
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He swallowed. “Because of what I know.” 

“Because of what you have seen,” she corrected. “And because you are one of the few people 
below this floor who understands that the leaks we’re facing are not about isolated scandals, 
but about the structure of our risk-taking.” 

He hesitated, then said it. 

“They want me to erase the map.” 

“They want you to collapse it into a sanitized paragraph,” she said. “Something like: ‘Certain 
historical misconduct intersected with periods of heightened strategic tension, but safeguards 
functioned and reforms have been implemented.’” 

The parody was close enough to the truth that it hurt. 

“And you?” he asked. “What do you want?” 

She looked toward the window, where the city lights flickered. 

“When I was your age,” she said, “I believed that knowing the worst about our own systems 
would make us better. That exposing the vulnerabilities internally would allow us to fix them 
before anyone else could exploit them.” 

“And now?” he asked. 

“Now I’ve watched governments fall when too much truth came too fast,” she said. “I’ve 
watched populations swing from naive trust to corrosive nihilism. I am not afraid of people 
knowing that we make mistakes. I am afraid of them deciding that no one should be trusted to 
make any decisions at all.” 

He thought of Mara’s question in the café: Do you think truth can ever be safe? 

“Why are you telling me this?” he asked quietly. 

“Because you are about to be asked to do something irreconcilable,” she said. “Destroy the only 
detailed internal record of how the Feast and the Vault intersect, or disobey and become a 
criminal under emergency law. I will not pretend there is a path where you come out 
untouched.” 

He stared at her. 

“You’re warning me,” he said. “Is that… permission?” 

“It is context,” she replied. “Officially, you will consolidate your findings into the summary report 
I will co-sign. Unofficially…” 
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She opened a drawer and placed a small, unmarked data token on the desk between them. 

“This token has never been registered to our systems,” she said. “If it ever appears on a 
network, it will come to the attention of people who monitor such anomalies. If it remains air-
gapped, it is, for all practical purposes, invisible.” 

He looked at it as if it might explode. 

“You’re giving me a key,” he said. 

“I am giving you a burden,” she said. “What you copy onto it—if anything—is your choice. You 
can also drop it in the incinerator on your way out.” 

“Why not do it yourself?” he asked. “You have higher access. More protection.” 

She smiled without humor. 

“Protection is an illusion,” she said. “If the Council decides to make an example, my rank will not 
save me. But I have already made my compromises. I helped design Annex N’s access structure. 
I helped create the culture that led to this moment. Any key I hold alone is suspect by definition. 
Sometimes, the only safety is in distributing danger.” 

He understood then that she was not absolving herself. She was making sure that, if the future 
ever asked how this happened, there would be more than one person who could answer. 

“What would you copy?” he asked, surprising himself. 

“If I were you?” she said. “Not everything. You do not need to carry every almost-war and every 
near-catastrophe. But enough to make denial impossible if the time ever comes. NS-ALERT-29. 
The summary of SS-PL-337. The memo about private compromise channels intersecting with 
deterrent decisions. The parts that show pattern, not just incident.” 

“And then what?” he asked. “Hide it? Leak it?” 

“That,” she said, “depends on whether you think the Empire is more likely to reform or to 
double down. It depends on what they do next. On who they arrest. On whether the Historical 
Clarity Initiative becomes a true reckoning or theatre.” 

She slid the token closer. 

“You are not obliged to be a martyr, Elias,” she said. “You are also not obliged to be a cleaner for 
people who have decided that their survival justifies any amount of erasure.” 

He picked up the token. It was lighter than he expected. 
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On his way back to his office, he passed a screen in the hallway showing the Chancellor’s 
speech. 

“—these decrees are not about hiding the truth,” the Chancellor was saying in measured tones. 
“They are about ensuring that our shared reality is not warped by those who would weaponize 
partial information to tear us apart. We remain committed to historical clarity, but clarity must 
not come at the expense of stability.” 

The words washed over Elias like static. 

In his cubicle, he closed his door—a small defiance—and began the consolidation process. 

He opened his risk matrix one last time, the lattice of codes and overlaps that had become his 
private map of the Empire’s shadow anatomy. 

He exported the cleaned, vague version into the official summary report, trimming connections 
until it read like a cautious academic paper. 

Then, with trembling fingers, he selected a different set of files. 

NS-ALERT-29: full log, including the memorandum about private compromise and regime 
legitimacy. 
SS-PL-337: internal review summary, with its tortured justification of the Trade of Suns. 
A handful of other Annex N entries that intersected directly with Feast codes—enough to 
demonstrate that the island’s logic had reached into decisions about missiles and treaties. 

He copied them onto the unmarked token. 

When the transfer bar reached 100%, he ejected it and stared at its blank surface. 

Destroy, leak, or hide. 

Each option felt like an accusation. 

Destroy, and he became complicit in the erasure. Leak, and he risked lighting a fuse he could not 
control. Hide, and he postponed the decision onto some imagined future self who might be 
braver or more desperate. 

His terminal pinged: a reminder that the compliance sweep would begin in an hour. 

Without allowing himself more time to think, he slipped the token into his pocket and moved on 
to the next task: wiping his local drives under observation. 

By the time Internal Security’s auditors arrived, his screen showed only the sanitized summary. 
His matrix, in all its dangerous clarity, existed in exactly one other place. 
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On the street outside the Ministry that evening, as he walked home with the token pressing 
against his leg, his phone vibrated. 

An unknown number. He almost ignored it, then answered. 

A distorted voice spoke. 

“You’re not the only one carrying a map now,” it said. “If you want help deciding what to do 
with your key, come to the old tram depot tomorrow at nine. Bring nothing you aren’t prepared 
to lose.” 

The line went dead. 

He knew, with the same certainty he had felt in the vault room, that he had just crossed another 
invisible threshold. 

9.3 The confrontation: Mara, Lucian, Elias, and Serrin’s emissary argue over opening the Vault 

The old tram depot sat in a no-man’s-land between districts: too far from the center to be prime 
real estate, too close to be abandoned completely. 

By day, it housed a small flea market and a few food stalls. At night, when the shutters came 
down, it became a hollowed-out shell of concrete and rusting tracks. 

Elias arrived early, as instructed, wearing clothes that made him look like any other commuter: 
hooded jacket, neutral trousers, a satchel over his shoulder. The token was in his inner pocket. 

He half expected to find a squad of Internal Security waiting. 

Instead, he saw a woman sitting on an overturned crate, hands in the pockets of a worn coat, 
watching the entrance. Her posture was relaxed, but her eyes were active. 

“Mara?” he asked hesitantly. 

She stood. 

“You must be Elias,” she said. “Or else we’re both very unlucky.” 

He blinked. 

“You know my name.” 

“I know your metadata,” she said. “The pattern of the leaks pointed to someone like you. Our 
mutual journalist confirmed a few hints without burning you. And then your friends sent the 
invitation to this little party.” 

“Our friends?” 
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Another figure stepped out from behind a pillar: Father Lucian, without his collar this time, in 
plain clothes that didn’t quite erase his clerical bearing. 

“Apparently we share acquaintances,” he said. “I was told there would be coffee. I see no 
coffee.” 

“Complain to our host,” Mara said. 

The host appeared a moment later. 

A slim woman in her thirties, sharp-faced, wearing a dark jacket that screamed “professional” 
without specifying profession. Elias recognized her from surveillance stills he’d once seen in a 
briefing about “external narrative shaping.” Leira. 

She smiled. 

“Good,” she said. “Everyone came.” 

Elias stiffened. 

“You’re Serrin’s emissary,” he said. 

“Such an ominous term,” she replied. “But yes. I speak for the group that has been… calibrating 
your Information Integrity ministry’s stress levels.” 

Lucian folded his arms. 

“And we’re here because…?” 

“Because,” Leira said, “for the first time, there is a chance to coordinate instead of just tripping 
over one another’s efforts.” 

She gestured toward a shattered tram car at the far end of the depot. 

“Shall we sit?” she said. “It’s more private inside.” 

The tram’s interior smelled of dust and old metal. Someone had cleared a space on the bench 
seats. A portable lantern sat in the middle, casting a small cone of light. 

They took places around it: Elias and Mara on one side, Lucian and Leira on the other, as if by 
instinct they had formed lines. 

Leira opened a small case and pulled out a tablet, then seemed to think better of it and set it 
aside. 

“Let’s do this analog,” she said. “For once.” 

She looked at Elias. 
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“You have it,” she said. “Or part of it.” 

He hesitated. 

“If by ‘it’ you mean a subset of Annex N content related to NS-ALERT-29 and SS-PL-337,” he said, 
“then yes. I have copies. I will not say where.” 

Mara’s eyes flicked to his jacket pocket. He noticed and tried not to touch it. 

Lucian was watching him, too. Not like an interrogator, more like a confessor. 

“And you called us,” Lucian said to Leira, “because you want to convince him to hand it to you.” 

Leira didn’t deny it. 

“I want us to decide together what to do with it,” she said. “Because what he chooses will affect 
not just Serrin’s leverage, but your survivors, Father’s Church, and the Empire you all still have to 
live in.” 

“Flattering,” Mara said dryly. “We’ve all become stakeholders in the apocalypse.” 

Leira smiled without humor. 

“Wave Three is the last cautionary wave,” she said. “After this, any move could be irreversible. 
The Inner Council is tightening the noose. They’ve already started arresting people on 
manufactured charges. The decrees give them legal cover to call any leak an act of information 
terrorism. If we don’t act soon, they’ll bury Annex N forever.” 

“What exactly do you mean by ‘act’?” Lucian asked. “Dump everything into the net? Hand NS-
ALERT-29 to a streamer and watch the world panic?” 

“No,” Leira said. “Not everything. Not yet. We propose something targeted. A controlled 
breach.” 

She turned to Elias. 

“You know better than any of us,” she said, “what in those files is both verifiable and 
emblematic. A missile alert that almost triggered war because an Envoy’s security got tangled 
with radar ghosts. A treaty that traded annihilatory capacity for blackmail-soaked loyalty. If we 
release carefully chosen excerpts—enough to prove the pattern without exposing technical 
details—we force the Council’s hand.” 

“Force it to do what?” Elias asked. His voice sounded thin in his own ears. 

“To expand the Historical Clarity Initiative beyond the Feast,” Leira said. “To acknowledge 
publicly that the problem was not just a circle of perverts on an island, but a system in which 
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private compromise influenced existential decisions. Once that admission is on record, there’s 
no going back to the old lies.” 

“Or,” Lucian said quietly, “we force them into full emergency mode. More decrees. More arrests. 
Maybe a closed net. Maybe martial law framed as ‘temporary stabilization.’ They are already 
afraid. Backed into a corner, they may prefer overt repression to humiliation.” 

Mara spoke for the first time in several minutes. 

“Here’s what I don’t hear,” she said. “I don’t hear anyone talking about the people who will 
wake up, scroll their feeds, and find out that their lives were once almost erased because of 
some lord on my island and a glitch in the sky. What happens to them? To the ones working two 
jobs? To the ones already distrustful of everything?” 

Leira shrugged. 

“They cope,” she said. “People survive revelations. Truth is destabilizing, yes, but ignorance is 
worse in the long run.” 

“That’s easy to say from a house on a hill,” Mara said. “I’ve watched people drink themselves 
into oblivion over much smaller truths.” 

Lucian leaned forward. 

“I do not oppose disclosure,” he said. “My Church helped keep the Feast in the shadows. We 
deserve whatever scrutiny comes. But I need us to be honest about our motives.” 

He looked at Leira. 

“You and Serrin want leverage,” he said. “You want to avoid being the only ones sacrificed. Fair 
enough. Elias wants to keep faith with his craft and not become a cleaner. Mara wants her story 
and others’ stories to be seen as more than salacious details in someone else’s power game. I…” 
He exhaled. “I want to believe that somewhere between secrecy and explosion there is a path 
to repentance that doesn’t kill the patient.” 

“How touching,” Leira said. “We’re all very noble in our own ways. Meanwhile, the Inner Council 
is signing decrees and building higher walls.” 

She turned back to Elias. 

“At some point,” she said, “you have to decide whether your fear of consequences is greater 
than your disgust at what you’ve seen. Keeping that token in your pocket forever isn’t neutrality. 
It’s choosing the Council’s side by default.” 

Elias felt the weight of all their expectations. 
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He thought of Korr’s face, of the sentence in the Annex N memo about private compromise 
channels and regime legitimacy. He thought of the Chancellor’s speech. He thought of NS-
ALERT-29’s timestamps ticking toward a war that hadn’t happened by a matter of minutes and 
one stubborn analyst. 

“What if,” he said slowly, “the key isn’t a file, but a condition?” 

They looked at him. 

“What do you mean?” Mara asked. 

He took a breath. 

“We could set a line,” he said. “A clear, simple one. If the Inner Council crosses it, the Vault 
opens—partially at first, more fully if they continue. If they don’t, we hold, and we use what we 
know to pressure, to negotiate, to protect individuals like you, Mara, from being sacrificed 
again.” 

Leira frowned. “What sort of line?” 

“For example,” Elias said, “if they attempt to criminalize mere discussion of Annex N, not just 
leaks. If they detain anyone for peaceful protest about the near-catastrophes. If they move to 
shut down networks under the pretext of ‘information terrorism.’ If they turn emergency 
decrees into permanent fixtures. These are measurable acts.” 

“And who decides if the line has been crossed?” Leira asked. “You?” 

“Not alone,” he said. “Not anymore.” 

He took the token from his pocket and set it in the circle of lantern light. 

“Right now,” he said, “the key is physical—a piece of silicon. We could make it communal. We 
split the contents. Encrypt them in multiple pieces, each of us—or others we trust—holding a 
share. No one person can leak everything. It would take a threshold—say, three of five holders 
agreeing—to reconstruct the full set.” 

“A conscience quorum,” Lucian murmured. 

Mara eyed the token. 

“I’ve spent my life having decisions made about my story without me,” she said. “If we do this, I 
want survivors in that quorum, not just priests and spooks and fixers.” 

“Agreed,” Elias said immediately. 

Leira narrowed her eyes. 
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“This is slower than I like,” she said. “Messier. It introduces failure points. People can be bought, 
threatened, silenced.” 

“People already are,” Lucian said. “That’s why distributing the key is safer than handing it to any 
one faction—yours or theirs.” 

Leira considered. 

“Serrin will not be pleased,” she said. “He prefers clear levers: pull this, get that outcome. But 
he also understands deadlocks. A key that cannot be used lightly is still a key.” 

“He doesn’t have to hold a piece,” Mara said. “Or you.” 

Leira smiled. 

“Oh, I will,” she said. “You want someone at the table who knows how the Inner Council thinks. 
And you want someone who isn’t afraid to act when your more tender consciences hesitate.” 

Mara looked at Lucian. 

“And you?” she asked. “Will you hold a piece, knowing it might one day destroy the institution 
you’ve given your life to?” 

He hesitated, then nodded. 

“If that’s the price of honesty,” he said, “better I have a hand on the knife than pretend it 
doesn’t exist.” 

They turned back to Elias. 

“Is this technically feasible?” Lucian asked. “Splitting the… key… like that?” 

“Yes,” Elias said. “Annex N content is already compartmentalized. I can segment what I’ve 
copied, encrypt each segment with a different passphrase, then wrap those in a threshold 
scheme. But I’ll need help to distribute without tripping every alarm in the net.” 

Leira tapped the side of her nose. 

“Leave the logistics to me,” she said. “I have channels. And I know a platform engineer who 
owes me more than one favor.” 

Mara looked at the token again. 

“So we’re not opening the Vault,” she said slowly. “We’re… wiring a detonator and putting the 
button in several hands.” 
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“Less a detonator than a fire alarm,” Elias said. “One we swear not to pull unless the smoke is 
thick enough to choke us anyway.” 

“The problem,” Leira said, “is that we all have different thresholds for choking.” 

“Then we talk,” Lucian said. “We argue, we agonize, we listen. That’s what makes this a key and 
not a weapon.” 

The tram creaked as the night air shifted. 

Outside, in the dark, the city hummed: traffic, distant sirens, the low buzz of a civilization 
balancing on routines it no longer entirely believed in. 

Inside, four people sat around a small pool of light, negotiating with something larger than any 
of them. 

At last, Mara reached out and pushed the token gently back toward Elias. 

“Do it,” she said. “Split it. Share it. But one more condition.” 

Elias waited. 

“No one uses this key just to save themselves,” she said. “If this opens, it opens for everyone. 
Not as retaliation, but as indictment.” 

Leira’s eyes flickered, but she nodded. Lucian whispered a prayer too quiet for the others to 
hear. 

Elias picked up the token. 

In that moment, he realized that “choosing the key” was not about choosing a piece of 
hardware or a password. It was about choosing who got to decide when the Empire of Glass 
would be forced to see its own reflection, whole and unfiltered. 

He closed his hand around the small, cold weight. 

“I’ll start tonight,” he said. 

They left the depot separately, fading into the ordinary currents of the city. 

Above them, unseen, somewhere deep under the ministries, the Vault waited—its shelves lined 
with records of almost-endings, its door still closed. 

For now. 
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10. After the Glass 

10.1 A partial opening: what the public actually sees, and what remains unseen 

The line was crossed faster than any of them had predicted. 

It wasn’t one act but a combination: the first protestor charged under the new “information 
sabotage” statute for merely sharing a redacted Annex N rumor; a regional network throttled 
“for maintenance” after a forum tried to organize a march about near-catastrophes; a priest—
Lucian knew him—detained overnight for a homily that used the phrase “almost war” without 
authorization. 

The quorum met twice by secure channel and once in person, in a basement under a 
community center where children’s paintings of suns and houses hung on the walls. 

They argued until dawn. 

Leira pressed hardest. 

“This is exactly what we said,” she insisted. “They’re turning emergency secrecy into permanent 
rule. If we wait any longer, your key becomes a souvenir.” 

Mara hesitated, then nodded. 

“I didn’t survive the Feast to watch them build a new version of it around memory,” she said. “If 
we don’t show people how close they came to losing everything, we are accomplices now, not 
just victims or witnesses.” 

Lucian was the last to agree. 

“I am not convinced any of this is safe,” he said. “But I am convinced that blindness is worse. If 
there is such a thing as righteous fear, perhaps we owe it to our people.” 

Elias listened, felt the weight of the token in his pocket, and realized the decision had already 
been made. 

They did not dump everything. 

The opening was partial by design. 

First came a log—heavily redacted, but authentic—showing the NS-ALERT-29 timeline. Names 
were blacked out. Certain technical details about detection systems were obscured. The 
coordinates of installations were blurred. But the structure was intact: anomalous signatures, 
DEFCON discussions, the simultaneous mention of a threat to “strategic asset LY-HR-01 in Client 
Kingdom,” the tug-of-war over whether to move toward war. 
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A paragraph from the Inner Council memorandum accompanied it: 

This event illustrates the danger of allowing private compromise channels to intersect with 
strategic signaling pathways; were the public aware of the degree to which high-level deterrent 
decisions are entangled with such channels, regime legitimacy would be imperiled beyond easy 
repair. 

That sentence, more than any image, cut through. 

It was undeniable proof that the Feast’s leverage—whatever precise form it had taken—had 
reached into the room where annihilation was weighed. 

Alongside NS-ALERT-29, a summary of SS-PL-337 appeared: a sanitized but still damning account 
of how, under the Trade of Suns framework, the Empire had quietly facilitated a client kingdom’s 
acquisition of “limited strategic capability” in exchange for continued alignment and “discreet 
management of shared compromise vectors.” 

Again, names were missing. The client kingdom was identified only by region and coded 
references. The number of warheads was hidden. But phrases like discreet management of 
shared compromise vectors and strategic capability were enough. 

The leaks went not to conspiracy forums first, but to a coalition of mid-tier outlets: the legal 
commentary site, an independent foreign policy journal, a survivors’ news collective, a tech 
platform’s long-form investigative division. 

Under the Stability Integrity Decree, the outlets were supposed to clear such material with the 
Ministry of Information Integrity before publishing. 

They didn’t. 

The coalition agreed—quietly, in encrypted chats and whispered conversations—that if they all 
published within minutes of one another, the Ministry would not be able to shut them all down 
without revealing the extent of its panic. 

And so, on a gray morning, the partial opening began. 

Screens lit up with headlines that seemed, at first, too surreal to be real. 

LEAKED WAR LOG SHOWS PRIVATE COMPROMISE ENTANGLED WITH NEAR-LAUNCH. 
EMPIRE’S “TRADE OF SUNS”: SECRET DEAL GAVE CLIENT KINGDOM NUCLEAR DETERRENT. 

In the accompanying articles, careful reporters walked readers through what could be verified: 
timestamps, risk categories, the language of the memos, the consistency of routing codes with 
known internal formats. They explained what was still unknown, what was redacted, what 
might be speculated but not proven. 
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For once, the mainstream feeds could not ignore it. 

The documents were too detailed, the coalition too broad, the public too primed by Waves One 
and Two to accept a dismissive “fabrication” line. Besides, the Chancellor’s own previous 
references to “sensitive historical stability events” made flat denial implausible. 

Pressed, the government chose a familiar compromise. 

A spokesperson confirmed that “a classified incident involving false missile indications and 
heightened alert posture” had occurred in the past, but insisted that “redundant safeguards” 
had worked and that “no actual risk to citizens materialized.” 

The spokesperson refused to comment on “operational security matters” regarding Envoys or 
client kingdoms. 

The Inner Council hastily announced the creation of a new body: the Commission on Strategic 
Transparency, tasked with “reviewing historical emergency events to reassure the public that 
our systems are robust.” 

It was an attempt to get ahead of the narrative: acknowledge just enough to seem honest, while 
keeping the bulk of Annex N sealed. 

The partial opening succeeded in exactly what the quorum had intended. 

The world did not receive a full catalogue of the Vault. It did not learn about every near-war, 
every almost-pandemic, every time an algorithm misread a cloud. It did not see the names of all 
the foreign leaders who had quietly been granted shadow deterrents or the precise ways in 
which private leverage had steered public fate. 

But it saw enough to know that the Vault existed—not as myth, but as practice. 

Enough to understand that the Feast’s logic was not confined to one island or one decade, but 
had been woven into the Empire’s deepest systems of survival. 

Enough to puncture, once and for all, the story that the Empire’s worst sins were the work of “a 
few monsters” rather than a machine. 

The rest remained in the dark: technical schematics, names of analysts, specific vulnerabilities 
that, if publicized, could invite attacks rather than prevent them. The quorum held those back, 
for now, trusting neither the Council’s restraint nor their own purity. 

It was not all or nothing. 

It was, perhaps, just enough—and perhaps, dangerously, not enough. 
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10.2 The Empire survives, but its aura does not: life in a permanently mistrustful society 

The Empire of Glass did not fall. 

There were mass protests, yes: crowds in the plazas, signs that read YOU GAMBLE WITH SUNS, 
WE PAY THE STAKES, and NO MORE SECRET NEAR-ENDINGS. There were strikes by workers in 
critical sectors, demanding independent oversight of strategic systems and the right to know 
“how many times we’ve almost died.” 

The Stability Integrity Decree, once a tool wielded in the shadows, was dragged into the light. 

Law schools organized teach-ins on “emergency secrecy and constitutional limits.” Young 
lawyers challenged the statute’s broad definition of “information sabotage” in court. Judges, 
newly wary of being exposed as executive stenographers, began to interpret its language more 
narrowly. 

Lucian watched from his modest parish as the Church stumbled through its own reckoning. 

Meren’s letters and the “seat at the table” memo were now widely known. Donations dipped. 
Some parishes saw walkouts; others became refuge for those trying to make sense of it all. 

A reform council was convened, this time with survivors and ordinary parishioners at the table. 
Lucian served on it reluctantly, advocating, as best he could, for a culture where chaplains were 
trained not only to bless but to say no. 

He preached less about obedience and more about discernment. 

Not all his parishioners appreciated the shift. 

“I liked it better when church was simple,” one elderly congregant told him. “God up there, 
Empire out there, me in here. Now everything’s tangled.” 

He could only nod. Tangled was the new reality. 

In the ministries, procedures changed. 

Annex N was no longer an open secret among select elites but a contested symbol. The 
Commission on Strategic Transparency—half genuine effort, half damage control—conducted 
closed-door reviews of NS-ALERT-29 and a few other incidents. It released an anodyne report to 
the public, admitting “flawed protocols” and “overreliance on automated systems,” promising 
“deeper layers of human-in-the-loop verification.” 

It did not mention Envoys, trades of suns, or the word compromise. 

Still, the awareness that such events existed, and that they were being reviewed at all, altered 
how people thought about risk. 
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Schoolchildren learned about “the Night of False Suns” in civics class eventually, but in a 
bowdlerized form: as a cautionary tale about technology, not about blackmail. Teachers 
supplemented the curriculum with their own questions. 

“Who was almost blamed that night?” one asked her class. “Whose lives were weighed without 
their knowledge?” 

In workplaces, the rituals of compliance became more brittle. 

Employees still attended Alignment Briefs, but many rolled their eyes openly. Internal memos 
were circulated with half-sincere jokes scribbled in margins. The habit of automatic assent 
weakened. 

People developed new reflexes. 

Before sharing a story, they asked themselves: Who benefits from me believing this? Before 
cheering a “reform,” they looked for what remained sealed. Before trusting a new “independent 
commission,” they checked who appointed its members and what access they had to the real 
Vault. 

Trust did not disappear entirely. It changed shape. 

Instead of flowing upward toward distant institutions, it pooled in small, horizontal networks: 
neighborhood groups, professional circles, survivor collectives, circles of clergy and laypeople 
who had watched the Church’s contortions and decided to be loyal to something smaller and 
more real. 

Mara found herself at the center of some of these networks. 

She became a reluctant figure in a new movement: not just for survivor justice, but for “honest 
memory.” She refused to let the partial opening turn her into a symbol. 

“I am not your redemption arc,” she told a documentary crew that wanted to end their film with 
her embracing a repentant official. “I am a person who was hurt, and I live in a country that 
nearly killed itself to keep from admitting it. That’s not a neat story.” 

She ran workshops instead: on how to tell one’s story without letting it be absorbed into 
someone else’s narrative, on recognizing when “truth” was being used as spectacle rather than 
as a basis for repair. 

Elias, after a quiet exit from the Ministry—officially for “health reasons”—took a position 
teaching information ethics at a university. 

His students were the first generation to come of age fully in the After-Glass era. 
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They were sharp, suspicious, and exhausted. 

They could recite the NS-ALERT-29 timeline from memory, but many also flirted with fatalism. 

“If they lied about almost ending the world,” one said in class, “why believe anything? Why not 
just assume everything is a game and look out for yourself?” 

Elias tried to complicate that. 

“Because even in those logs,” he said, “you can see people trying not to make the worst 
decision. Flawed, compromised people, yes, but not mustache-twirling villains. If we reduce 
everyone to monsters or puppets, we lose the possibility of holding anyone accountable for 
anything.” 

He did not tell them about the nights he still woke imagining other logs, still sealed, with worse 
outcomes in alternate timelines. 

Leira disappeared from public view for a time, then resurfaced as part of a decentralized 
“verification commons”—a loose alliance of technologists building open tools to authenticate 
documents, track provenance, and flag manipulative edits. 

She believed, perhaps more than anyone, that in a world where no aura of authority held, the 
only thing standing between society and total epistemic collapse was infrastructure: methods, 
not myths. 

Serrin died quietly of a stroke two years after Wave Three. 

His funeral was small. Old clients did not attend. A few former associates came, along with an 
unassuming priest who spoke of “a man who tried, late, to make his record matter.” 

The Empire continued to hold elections, pass budgets, negotiate treaties, enforce laws. 

It still had police, courts, and chaplains. 

But something ineffable had been lost: the sense that what stood above you, however flawed, 
was fundamentally solid. 

The aura of inevitability—the idea that “they” knew what they were doing and that “we” could 
safely not know—was gone. 

In its place was a permanent low-grade hum of mistrust. 

Sometimes that hum produced creative vigilance: citizen oversight panels, grassroots watchdog 
groups, new rituals of communal checking. Sometimes it curdled into paranoia, making 
cooperative action harder. 
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When a new epidemic emerged years later, public health officials found that persuading people 
to accept emergency measures required a different approach. 

Not “trust us,” but “here is everything we know and don’t know; here is where we were wrong 
last time; here is how you can audit us.” 

It was slower. Messier. 

But for a society that had seen the Vault crack, there was no going back to the old, clean lies. 

10.3 Final images: a sealed box in a modest archive, an anonymous upload queue, and the 
lingering question of whether any god is really guarding the Vault at all 

Years later, in a regional city far from the capital, a junior archivist wheeled a cart down a row of 
shelves in a modest municipal records center. 

The room was cool and dry, the shelves labeled in neat handwriting: TAX, ZONING, CIVIL, 
CRIMINAL (Closed), HISTORICAL—LOCAL. 

On the bottom shelf of one aisle, partly obscured by a misplaced binder, sat a plain, sealed box. 

The label read: 

ANNEX FRAGMENTS – RESTRICTED 
Deposited by: Commission on Strategic Transparency 
Access: By joint authorization only 

The archivist had never seen it opened. 

She had been told, during training, that some materials were preserved “for future research 
under conditions to be determined.” That it was her job to keep them safe, not to read them. 

Still, sometimes, on late afternoons when the light slanted just so and the buzz of the 
fluorescent lights seemed to fade, she paused by the box and wondered. 

Inside, wrapped in protective sleeves, were printed excerpts of NS-ALERT-29 and SS-PL-337, 
along with a few other documents the quorum had later agreed to deposit—not online, where 
they could be copied infinitely and manipulated, but here, where access would require 
someone to sign their name. 

Elias had insisted on that. 

“There must be a physical memory,” he said, when they agreed to the deposit. “Somewhere 
quiet. Not in the capital, not in the Vault, not in a journalist’s drawer. A place for future 
historians or grandchildren who want to know what was really decided.” 
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Lucian had offered a simple blessing over the box before it was sealed. 

“Not to sanctify it,” he told Mara, “but to acknowledge that even dangerous truths are part of 
the world God is supposed to know.” 

Mara did not bow her head, but she did not object. 

“We’re building a second Vault,” she said instead. “One with a lock made of signatures instead 
of secrecy.” 

In another part of the world, in a small server room run by volunteers, an anonymous upload 
queue ticked over. 

The verification commons Leira had helped create maintained nodes in dozens of jurisdictions. 
On their screens, new files appeared daily: whistleblower documents, contracts, bodycam 
footage, internal emails, personal testimonies. 

Most would never have the impact of NS-ALERT-29. 

A few, occasionally, did. 

Each upload received a timestamp, a cryptographic fingerprint, a web of context: where it came 
from, who vouched for it, who contested it. The system could not guarantee virtue, but it could 
guarantee that once something entered the record, it could not be silently erased. 

On one node’s dashboard, a small flag icon sat beside a particular cluster of files, indicating that 
they were protected by a multi-party threshold: they could be decrypted only if a certain 
number of key holders agreed. 

Some of those key holders were older now. 

Mara’s hair had gone silver at the temples. Lucian walked with a cane. Elias had lines around his 
eyes from years of squinting at screens and students. 

They did not talk often; life had scattered them. 

But once a year, they met in person—no devices, no agendas. They walked along a river, or sat 
in a quiet room, and asked each other the same question. 

“Has the line been crossed again?” 

Some years, the answer was no, not yet. Reforms were halting but real. Emergency powers had 
sunsetted instead of calcified. New commissions had some teeth. The worst impulses of the 
Empire, though not gone, were held in check by a population that no longer closed its eyes. 

In those years, the key stayed in pieces. 
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Some years, the answer was almost. 

In those years, they argued late into the night about whether “almost” was enough. Leira, when 
she could attend, tended to say yes; Lucian, usually, said wait. Mara listened to both and tried to 
hear not just fear or anger but responsibility. 

They had all come to understand that there was no such thing as a sterile truth bomb. 

Every disclosure radiated outward in unpredictable ways. 

Far above them, back in the capital, the original God Vault still existed. 

Its door was now guarded not just by oaths and alarms, but by statutes explicitly debated in the 
legislature. Its contents had been partially inventoried by the Commission, though most of the 
entries remained sealed to all but a tiny circle. 

The myth had shifted. 

People no longer imagined the Vault as a place where gods—or godlike men—kept perfect, 
necessary secrets for the good of all. They imagined it as a warehouse of human failure: almost-
wars, almost-plagues, almost-confessions. 

Some young activists called for it to be opened completely. 

“Let the chips fall,” they chanted at rallies. “We deserve to know how many times we’ve died in 
their heads.” 

Others, like Mara’s students, were more ambivalent. 

“We need someone to be able to hold the unprocessed,” one said in a seminar. “Not because 
they’re better than us, but because someone has to stare at the worst and still show up for 
work. I just don’t know how to trust anyone to do that.” 

Lucian, asked about the Vault in a late-life interview, smiled sadly. 

“The question isn’t whether a god is guarding it,” he said. “It’s whether anyone in there still 
believes they answer to something higher than their own fear. Law, conscience, God, history—
take your pick. A Vault without that is just a bunker.” 

And God? 

People’s talk about God had changed, too. 

For some, the revelations of the After-Glass era hastened a quiet atheism. If human institutions 
could be so compromised, they reasoned, perhaps divine ones were wishful thinking. 
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For others, the cracks in the Empire’s aura made the idea of a God who saw everything and yet 
did not annihilate it overnight strangely plausible. 

“A real god,” one of Lucian’s parishioners said, “would know what’s in the Vault and still give us 
time to grow up.” 

Mara didn’t speculate much about God. 

When asked in an interview whether she believed any higher power was “guarding the Vault,” 
she shrugged. 

“I think if there’s a god,” she said, “they’re not a guard. Guards keep things in or out. Maybe 
God is more like a mirror we don’t dare look into unless we’re ready to see ourselves without 
the costumes.” 

“And are we ready?” the interviewer asked. 

She smiled, a little sadly. 

“We were ready enough to crack the glass,” she said. “Whether we’re ready to live forever 
without its shine is another question.” 

Somewhere, in a modest archive, the sealed box sat quietly on its shelf, gathering a thin layer of 
dust and meaning. 

Somewhere else, an anonymous upload waited in a queue, its contents unknown, its potential 
enormous. 

And far below, in the deep chambers where Annex N had been born, the Vault’s heavy door 
remained shut—for now—not because any god held it closed, but because a fragile, 
quarrelsome, permanently mistrustful society had decided, so far, to open it only one inch at a 
time. 
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Epilogue: The God Vault and Why the Epstein Files Will Never Be Fully Released 

In the story you have just read, the “God Vault” was a literal place: a sealed archive beneath the 
ministries, filled with records of almost-wars, almost-plagues, and the quiet intersection of 
private compromise with public annihilation. In our world, it is not a single room. It is a 
patchwork: sealed court records, grand jury transcripts, classified cables, intelligence “sources 
and methods,” national security waivers, nondisclosure agreements, professional omertà, and 
the soft pressure of people who decide what is “too destabilizing” to be told plainly. 

The Epstein case sits right at the edge of that patchwork. 

On paper, it is a criminal saga we already “know.” A man accused of trafficking minors to 
powerful clients. An island, a jet, a plea deal, a suspicious death in custody. A network of 
enablers and procurers. Court proceedings. Depositions. Civil suits. We have names, flight logs, 
a shocking amount of detail about some victims’ suffering. 

And yet, anyone who pays attention feels the hollow at the center of the story. 

There are lists that never quite appear, only “associates” and “John Does.” There are hints of 
intelligence ties, dismissed as speculation but never calmly, fully addressed. There are sealed 
agreements and redacted filings justified not only by victim privacy (which truly matters) but by 
reasons no one quite spells out. 

If the Empire of Glass had an Epstein, his files would live on a shelf just outside Annex N—too 
sordid to ignore, too entangled with higher matters to lay bare. 

In fiction, it is easy to dramatize this: you invent a NS-ALERT-29, a Trade of Suns, a log where 
some Envoy’s presence on an island intersects with a near-launch. You show the mechanism 
openly and let the reader feel the vertigo. 

In reality, it is messier and more plausible. 

Perhaps Epstein was, at different times, a useful node for one or more services: a man who 
collected compromising material, whose parties blurred into operations. Perhaps he was only 
adjacent to those worlds, a parasite orbiting true power. Perhaps his power lay not in state 
secrets but in the mutual embarrassment of a transnational elite that prefers never to admit 
how recklessly it behaves when it thinks no one is watching. 

Whatever the truth, the structure is familiar. You can feel the outlines of a Vault even if you 
cannot see the door. 

Why, then, will the “Epstein files” never be fully released? 
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Not because every rumor is true. Not because every name on every flight log is secretly part of 
a ritual. Not because there is a single, coherent conspiracy steering everything from a bunker. 

They will not be fully released because systems like ours almost never willingly publish the total 
evidence of their own structural failure. They choose, instead, the path the Empire chose with 
the Feast: curated monsters, partial transparency, and a few sacrificial careers offered up to 
protect the architecture. 

There are several overlapping reasons. 

The first is legal. 

Some of what people imagine as “the files” are, in fact, protected by real duties: victim privacy, 
the confidentiality of minors, the norms of grand jury secrecy. Many survivors do not, 
understandably, want every detail of their abuse read by millions. Their wishes matter. Any 
serious reckoning must honor them. 

But legal protection easily blends into institutional self-protection. A redaction that shields a 
minor’s name can also shield the identity of a judge who made a questionable decision. A 
sealed affidavit might contain both a survivor’s most intimate memories and a politician’s 
awkward, but not necessarily criminal, proximity. Once you have one valid reason to keep 
something closed, it is tempting to let everything behind that door remain indistinct. 

The second is bureaucratic. 

The Epstein case passed through courts, prosecutors’ offices, the Bureau of Prisons, local law 
enforcement, social services, financial regulators, and, quite possibly, intelligence agencies. 
Every one of those institutions made choices: what to pursue, whom to charge, how to frame, 
what to ignore. 

If every email, every memo, every hesitation were laid bare, the public would see not only 
villains and heroes, but ordinary cowardice: people downgrading charges, deferring to 
superiors, deciding not to “rock the boat,” treating young victims as unreliable or inconvenient. 

Bureaucracies are allergic to that kind of naked self-portrait. They prefer “lessons learned” 
PowerPoints, not raw logs. The God Vault, in any system, is filled less with master plans than 
with mundane incompetence under pressure. That, paradoxically, is harder to admit than a 
single grand plot. A plot can be disowned. A culture is harder to walk away from. 

The third is strategic. 

If Epstein’s network touched, even glancingly, on foreign intelligence services, on friendly or 
rival governments, on sensitive trade relationships, then parts of the record will be treated as 
“stability sensitive.” The logic is brutal and simple: if releasing X might topple an allied 
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government, crash a currency, collapse a shaky peace arrangement, or expose a covert source, X 
will be buried, or only whispered in classified annexes. 

This is where the logic of the God Vault bites hardest. 

When you fuse sexual blackmail, money, and geopolitics, the fallout of full disclosure is not just 
embarrassment. It is risk. 

Risk that citizens might refuse to accept the legitimacy of those who negotiated their security 
while attending private parties with trafficked minors. Risk that adversaries might weaponize 
this hypocrisy more effectively than domestic reformers. Risk that allies, exposed, might lash out 
or fall into the arms of others. 

In the story, the Empire is finally forced, by serrated leaks, to admit that its near-war was 
tangled with its Feast. In our world, the threshold for that kind of admission is much higher. It 
would likely take not just leaks but a systemic revolt by insiders—prosecutors, agents, staffers—
willing to lose careers and perhaps freedom to drag the record into the light. 

There is a fourth reason: appetite. 

A full release is not just a supply question (will they publish?) but a demand question (can we 
receive it without tearing ourselves apart or trivializing it?). 

We live, already, in an information environment closer to Wave One and Two than to the pre-
leak Empire: fragments, screenshots, half-context, “dumps” that people mine for confirmation 
of whatever they already believe. When documents do surface, they are quickly chopped into 
memes, weaponized in partisan warfare, stripped of nuance. 

A complete Epstein archive—if one even exists in coherent form—would be an ethical and 
psychological bomb. 

It would contain real names, real crimes, real failures; it would also contain dead ends, false 
leads, long lists of people who were in the same room and did not know, files of rumors that 
never panned out, categories of “associate” that range from “co-conspirator” to “sat next to him 
once on a plane.” 

Dumped out wholesale, that archive would not produce justice. It would produce fever. 

People like Mara in our story know this intuitively. They have seen their pain distorted online, 
turned into proof of whatever thread someone wants to spin. They know that “release 
everything” is sometimes a synonym for “use me again.” 
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So the question is not just “why won’t they let us see it?” but “is there any actor, anywhere, 
capable of mediating such a release with enough care to distinguish between monsters, 
bystanders, and systems?” 

The depressing answer is that such actors are rare, and they are not the ones who usually hold 
the keys. 

What, then, does it mean to speak of a “God Vault” in relation to Epstein? 

In fiction, the God Vault is where humans put the things they think only a god could handle 
without breaking. In reality, there is no god in the room—only people, balancing their fear of 
collapse against their fear of exposure. 

Those inclined to optimism might say: some of the files will be released. Names will be named. 
Patterns will be acknowledged. There will be documentaries, public reports, apologies, new 
policies. Survivors will be compensated, if never truly made whole. The rest will be quietly 
boxed and stored for some future researcher under conditions to be determined. 

Those inclined to despair might say: the system will give us just enough to claim that “justice 
was served,” while preserving the deeper story of how money, sex, and state power braided 
together. The worst of it—if “worst” means the parts that implicate institutions rather than 
individuals—will remain scattered across classified servers, dead men’s laptops, and 
conversations never transcribed. 

The truth is that both instincts are probably right. 

We will see more than our parents would have been allowed to see. We will not see as much as 
we should. The aura around our institutions will continue to erode, even as those institutions 
stagger on, claiming to protect us from the very instability their own secrets exacerbate. 

In the last scene of the story, a sealed box sits in a modest archive, and an anonymous upload 
queue waits on a volunteer-run server. The Vault still exists, but so do small, stubborn efforts to 
make sure nothing can be erased forever. 

Our world is moving, unevenly, in that direction. 

Bits of the Epstein case have already slipped the bounds of their original enclosures. Court 
orders have unsealed some records; investigative journalists have pried others loose; victims 
have spoken; associates have been forced, at least, to answer questions. 

But the dream of “the Epstein files” as a single, total revelation that would finally show us 
“everyone involved” is just that—a dream. 
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The reality is closer to the God Vault: partial openings, contested fragments, and a long, 
grinding argument over how much truth a society can bear at once. 

The question, in the end, is less “why won’t they release everything?” and more “what do we 
do with what we already know?” 

Do we treat the visible part of the record as fuel for fantasies, or as evidence of a culture that 
must change? Do we let our mistrust harden into nihilism, or do we use it to demand structures 
that cannot so easily hide their worst decisions? 

And somewhere, in the background, the real God—if there is one—knows every file, every 
night, every name. Not in a Vault, but in whatever passes, at that scale, for memory. 

The people who actually hold the keys do not. 

They are guessing, improvising, defending, and, like the characters in the Empire of Glass, trying 
to keep a complex machine from flying apart without admitting how many times they have 
almost crashed it already. 

That, more than any specific sealed document, is why the Epstein files will never be fully 
released. 

Because to do so would require something more than transparency. 

It would require repentance on a scale our systems do not yet know how to practice. 
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