Contents
Chapter One
Chapter Two
Chapter Three
Chapter Four
Chapter Five
Chapter Six
Chapter Seven
Chapter Eight
Chapter Nine
Chapter Ten
Chapter Eleven
Chapter Twelve
Chapter Thirteen
Chapter Fourteen
Chapter Fifteen
Chapter Sixteen
Chapter Seventeen
Chapter Eighteen
Chapter Nineteen
Chapter Twenty
Chapter Twenty-One
Chapter Twenty-Two
Books By This Author
[image: ]
Permission to Leave
The Border is Open
By
Andrew Westhead
Chapter One
Still Living at Home
Henry Vale arrived home at five forty-three, which was three minutes later than usual and early enough to cause no alarm.
For thirty years, Henry had worked in the Directorate of Domestic Payments, one of the more obscure departments of the Ardanian Ministry of Finance. He had joined at twenty-eight and was now fifty-eight, an age at which he considered himself experienced rather than old and expected other people to recognise the distinction.
He left the office at five precisely, unless someone important was still talking, in which case he remained seated until the important person stopped. He then walked six minutes to the tram, took the 5:11 to Westbridge, and covered the remaining distance on foot. Government work had taught Henry that a delay of three minutes was not a delay until it had been entered on a form.
He let himself into the house and immediately smelled onions. This was reassuring. Onions represented continuity. Governments changed, currencies fluctuated, and young people developed opinions, but Helen began dinner by frying onions and had done so since the first year of their marriage.
“Is that you?” she called from the kitchen.
“It is.”
“Good.”
Henry hung his coat on the peg beside the door.
There were seven pegs and somehow never enough of them. The house itself was large - five bedrooms upstairs, a basement apartment below, and more space than most Westbridge families could now dream of, but coats obeyed different laws of supply.
Harry’s rain jacket occupied two pegs because Harry believed a jacket needed room to breathe. Malcolm’s university coat had fallen to the floor. Irv’s overcoat was not there because Irv had entered through the basement door, an architectural feature he had recently started referring to as his private entrance.
Henry picked up Malcolm’s coat and hung it properly. Then he placed his own shoes beneath the bench, parallel to one another.
Helen appeared at the kitchen door holding a wooden spoon. “You’re late.”
“Three minutes.”
“I wasn’t criticising. I was observing.”
“You sounded critical.”
“That’s because you were listening critically.”
After thirty-six years of marriage, Helen knew that almost any disagreement could be ended by blaming the listener. Henry also knew this, but had never found an adequate response. She returned to the kitchen. Henry followed.
At fifty-seven, Helen Vale had the energetic appearance of a woman who had spent most of her adult life preventing other people from losing things. She had taught at the local primary school for twenty-four years in total, although those years had been interrupted by long stretches at home when the boys were young. More recently, she had reduced her hours to three mornings a week, which the school called semi-retirement and Helen called being paid less to do nearly the same work.
She was chopping carrots on the old wooden board her mother had given her. The board was scarred, warped, and slightly black at the edges. It had survived three children, countless family meals, and several decades of changing nutritional advice. Helen regarded this as evidence of quality rather than grounds for replacement.
“What are we having?” Henry asked.
“Stew.”
“What kind?”
“The kind we can afford.”
Henry opened the refrigerator. “That isn’t an answer.”
“It contains beef, so officially it’s a luxury.”
He inspected the contents. A bottle of milk, half a cabbage, three jars of mustard, two yoghurts beyond their recommended date, and a small wedge of cheese wrapped as carefully as a family heirloom.
“Beef has gone up again,” Helen said. “Fourteen crowns since last week.”
“Temporarily.”
She stopped chopping. “Did the cow tell you that?”
“The ministry issued a statement.”
“I’m sure that was a comfort to the cow.”
Henry removed a bottle of mineral water. “The increase is due to transport disruption.”
“Last week it was the drought.”
“The two can be connected.”
“And the week before that?”
“I don’t remember.”
“Seasonal volatility.”
Henry unscrewed the cap. “Prices go up and down.”
“They’ve been neglecting the second part.”
From beneath the kitchen came three dull thumps, followed by a muffled voice. Henry looked at the floor. “What are they doing?”
“Irv is putting up shelves.”
“Again?”
“The first ones came down.”
“I told him those walls won’t take ordinary screws.”
“You did.”
“Did he use the masonry anchors?”
“He said he knew what he was doing.” Another thump shook the glasses in the cupboard. Helen resumed chopping. “So naturally, he didn’t.”
The basement had once contained a boiler, a workbench, and several boxes of toys that nobody wanted but nobody was prepared to throw away. Four years earlier, after Irving married Madeleine, Henry and Helen had converted it into what the estate agent described as a self-contained apartment.
It contained one bedroom, a small bathroom, and a room combining kitchen, sitting area, and, when necessary, marital conflict.
Henry preferred to call it the lower floor. Madeleine called it temporary. Irv called it free. They had intended to stay for six months while saving the deposit on a flat. Six months became a year.
During the second year, house prices rose by eighteen percent and the bank introduced a rule requiring buyers under thirty-five to provide a thirty percent deposit. Irv worked for the bank that had introduced the rule. He had not been consulted.
“Did you hear from Malcolm?” Henry asked.
“He’ll be here.”
“That wasn’t the question.”
“He sent a message saying he’ll be here.”
“What time?”
“He didn’t say.”
“Then how do we know he’ll be here?”
“Because his message said, ‘I’ll be there.’”
“That could mean anything.”
“It generally means he’ll be here.”
Henry took a glass from the cupboard. “Young people used to provide times.”
“Young people used to be beaten for writing with their left hand. Not everything old was better.”
The basement door opened and Irv came into the kitchen carrying a bent metal bracket. He was thirty-three and looked enough like Henry to make both men uncomfortable. He had inherited his father’s height, dark hair, and serious eyebrows, but not his reverence for ironing. His shirts were expensive, pale, and usually creased at the waist from sitting behind a desk. “The wall’s rotten,” Irv announced.
“The wall is brick,” Henry said.
“It’s crumbling.”
“Because you drilled into the mortar.”
“I drilled where the shelf needed to go.”
“The shelf needed to go where the brick was.”
“Then the bricks were put in the wrong place.”
Helen moved the carrots into the pot.
“Madeleine said she was coming up to help with dinner,” Irv said.
“I don’t need help.”
“She wants to help.”
“That’s different.”
Irv turned to Henry. “Did you see the new mortgage circular?”
“No.”
“It came from your ministry.”
“Many circulars come from my ministry.”
“This one requires banks to apply a stability adjustment to variable-rate applications.”
“That sounds prudent.”
“It means the computer calculates whether applicants could still afford the mortgage if interest rates rose another six percent.”
“That is prudent.”
“Nobody can afford a mortgage if interest rates rise another six percent.”
“Then perhaps they shouldn’t take one.”
Irv stared at him. Henry drank his water. “Where should they live?” Irv asked.
Henry looked around the kitchen. “Here, apparently.”
Helen concealed a smile by opening the oven.
Irv lowered his voice. “Maddy wants us to start looking again.”
“That seems sensible.”
“For a flat.”
“I assumed she wasn’t looking for another basement.”
“She found one near the eastern bypass.”
“Good area?”
“It overlooks the waste incinerator.”
“Convenient in winter.”
“It costs three hundred and eighty thousand crowns.”
Henry paused. “For a flat overlooking an incinerator?”
“The advertisement calls it an energy recovery facility.”
“That explains the price.”
“It has one bedroom.”
“You only need one at the moment.”
Irv’s expression tightened. Only slightly. But enough. One bedroom was perfectly adequate if a marriage was expected to remain a household of two. Irv had never expected that. Increasingly, he suspected Madeleine had.
Helen saw his expression. Helen saw most things that happened in her kitchen. It was one reason people preferred having difficult conversations in other rooms.
Before Irv could answer, Madeleine came up the stairs carrying a bowl of green paste. She was twenty-nine, slim and fair-haired, and wore a white blouse bearing the blue circular badge of the Common Future Initiative. The badge depicted three interlocking hands and had been designed by a communications consultancy at a cost no one at the charity was permitted to discuss.
“I made an herb dressing,” she said brightly.
“For what?” Helen asked.
“The vegetables.”
“They’re going in the stew.”
“It can go on top.”
“Of the stew?”
“People put herbs on stew.”
“They generally put them in it.”
Madeleine set the bowl beside the cooker. “I thought I’d help.”
“That’s kind of you.” Helen’s tone made it impossible to determine whether kindness had occurred.
Madeleine worked as a programme coordinator for the Common Future Initiative, a charitable organisation largely funded by the government and staffed largely by unpaid volunteers. Its mission was to build a fairer, safer, and more inclusive Ardania.
Its paid employees received wages modest enough to demonstrate their commitment to fairness.
“What’s in it?” Helen asked.
“Parsley, oil, garlic, and fermented seed yoghurt.”
Henry examined the bowl. “It’s green.”
“That’s the parsley.”
“I assumed so.”
“It’s healthier than cream.”
“We don’t have cream,” Helen said.
“Even better.”
Madeleine picked up a knife. “What can I chop?”
“Bread.”
“I meant vegetables.”
“The vegetables are chopped.”
“I could do a salad.”
“There’s cabbage.”
“I could make a raw cabbage salad.”
“There isn’t enough cabbage.”
“For what?”
“Tomorrow.”
Madeleine looked briefly defeated, then recovered. “I’ll set the table.”
“That would be lovely.”
She left with the knife still in her hand. “The knife,” Helen said. Madeleine returned it.
“You could let her help,” Irv said after she was gone.
“I did. She’s setting the table.”
“You know what I mean.”
“I also know what happens when she helps. Last time we ate lentils for four days.”
“They were sustainable.”
“They were inexhaustible.”
The front door opened. “Civilisation collapses from the edges!” Malcolm shouted from the hallway.
Henry frowned. “What does that mean?”
“It means I’m home.”
“That isn’t what it means.”
Malcolm entered the kitchen wearing his coat unbuttoned and carrying a canvas university bag bulging with books he had almost certainly not opened on the tram.
At twenty-one, he had Helen’s grey eyes, Henry’s height, and the easy irreverence of someone whose contribution to the household bills remained theoretical.
He kissed his mother, nodded to his father, and inspected the pot. “Meat?”
“A small amount,” Helen said.
“I thought it smelled prosperous.”
“Hang up your coat properly,” Henry said.
“I did.”
“I hung it up properly.”
“Then we make an excellent team.”
“You left it on the floor.”
“It was drying.”
“It was dry.”
“It finished.”
Malcolm took a carrot from the chopping board. “Wash your hands,” Helen said.
“I washed them at the university.”
“That was several hours and two trams ago.”
“I haven’t touched anything.”
“You touched the carrot.”
Malcolm returned it carefully to the board.
“What happened to civilisation?” Irv asked.
“Our lecturer was removed.”
“Professor Lentz?” Henry said.
“Doctor Lentz. He refused to sign the Academic Social Responsibility Pledge.”
Madeleine returned carrying plates. “It isn’t a pledge. It’s a professional standards declaration.”
“You know about it?” Malcolm asked.
“We helped draft the inclusive-language section.”
“Of course you did.”
“What was his objection?” Henry asked.
“He said economists should be allowed to describe a recession as a recession.”
Madeleine placed the plates on the table. “That can be misleading.”
“To whom?”
“To communities disproportionately affected by negative economic framing.”
Malcolm looked at his father. “Apparently we’re not in a recession. We’re experiencing a socially uneven transition.”
“Those could mean the same thing,” Henry said.
“That is the beauty of it. One sounds as if you might get your job back.”
Madeleine straightened one of the plates. “Words matter.”
“They matter so much we’re no longer allowed to use the accurate ones.”
“No one said he couldn’t use the word.”
“He was removed after using it.”
“He was removed for refusing to acknowledge the harm caused by absolutist economic terminology.”
Irv leaned against the counter. “What does that mean?”
Madeleine looked at him. “It means context matters.”
“Does he still have a job?”
“That isn’t the point.”
“It may be to him.”
The front door opened again. Harry came in talking before he reached the kitchen. “I am not taking twenty percent of my salary in Civic Credits.”
A woman’s voice behind him said: “It’s only twenty percent.”
“Only is doing remarkable work in that sentence.”
Harold Vale - Harry to everyone except his employer and the government - appeared in the doorway. At thirty, he was the leanest of the brothers and the only one who seemed permanently tired. He worked for Novalytic Systems, a software company that had begun as an Ardanian start-up, been acquired by a German consortium, and was now owned by a French technology group. Harry’s employment contract had changed twice without his desk moving.
Sophie followed him into the kitchen, closing the door with her hip. She was twenty-eight, wore a red wool coat, and had the frank, alert expression of a person who had long ago abandoned the hope that other people would behave sensibly without supervision.
She worked as an architectural technician for a small firm specialising in residential developments that were continually approved and rarely built.
Harry and Sophie did not live together. Henry and Helen considered cohabitation before marriage unwise. Sophie considered moving into the Vale house before or after marriage impossible.
She kissed Helen, greeted the others, and placed a bottle of wine on the counter. “I brought this.”
Helen looked at the label. “This is too expensive.”
“It was discounted.”
“Why?”
“The shop is closing.”
“Then it was still too expensive, only briefly less so.”
Harry took off his jacket. “Novalytic is joining the Civic Compensation Partnership.”
“The voluntary programme?” Madeleine asked.
“It was voluntary until everyone volunteered.”
“It supports local economic resilience.”
“It pays us in credits that can only be spent in approved shops.”
“Local shops.”
“Approved local shops.”
“The purpose is to keep money inside Ardania.”
“The purpose of money is that the person being paid gets to decide where it goes.”
Henry looked at him. “The credits are denominated one-to-one with the crown.”
“They expire after six months.”
“To encourage circulation.”
“To prevent saving.”
“Saving is not always beneficial during a contraction.”
Harry stared at his father. “Did your ministry write that?”
“Not my department.”
“That wasn’t the question.”
Henry took another drink of water. Sophie removed her coat. “My office is doing it too.”
“And you don’t mind?” Harry asked.
“I mind. I simply mind less loudly.”
“Why didn’t you tell me?”
“Because you had already sent me eleven messages about it.”
“I sent you the announcement.”
“You sent me the announcement, a newspaper article, a chart, two screenshots, and something written by a man called MonetaryWolf.”
“He understands the subject.”
“He has a wolf for a face.”
“It’s a logo.”
“I know. That doesn’t improve it.”
Malcolm grinned. “Is MonetaryWolf the Bitcoin prophet?”
“He isn’t a prophet.”
“Does he live in a basement?”
“No.”
“That puts him ahead of Irv.”
Irv folded his arms. “I live in an apartment.”
“Below ground.”
“So is the metro.”
“No one claims the metro has natural light.”
Madeleine put the final glass on the table. “Bitcoin would make all of this worse.”
Harry looked at her. “How?”
“It enables capital flight.”
“It enables people to keep their own money.”
“Money doesn’t exist separately from society.”
“My salary seems to exist separately from me.”
Henry sighed. “We are not discussing Bitcoin at dinner.”
“We haven’t sat down yet,” Malcolm said.
“Then we are not discussing it before dinner either.”
“Could we discuss it between dinner and dessert?”
“There is no dessert,” Helen said.
Malcolm’s face fell. “Now the recession is real.”
Helen switched off the hob. “Everyone sit down.”
The Vale family’s dining room had been built at a time when a five-bedroom detached house near Westbridge Park was considered comfortable rather than remarkable. The table, expanded with an additional leaf, could accommodate eight provided nobody objected to knees.
Henry sat at one end and Helen at the other. Irv and Madeleine sat together. Harry sat beside Sophie. Malcolm took the final place and immediately moved his chair backwards until it struck the wall.
The house had belonged to Helen’s parents. When they died, Helen and Henry inherited it along with its plumbing, its roof, its deep garden, and a property tax assessment that rose every year in recognition of improvements they had not made.
It stood on one of the older streets near Westbridge Park, within walking distance of the tram and surrounded by mature trees and other detached houses that almost never came onto the market. Planning restrictions had made replacing them nearly impossible.
The Vales thought of it mainly as the house. Five bedrooms upstairs. Large garden. Basement below. Old kitchen. Leaking bathroom sink. A roof Henry monitored with suspicion. In Westbridge, properties like it had gradually become rare enough that other people thought of them differently. The Vales had not yet noticed.
Helen served the stew. Madeleine added a spoonful of green dressing to her portion. The dressing spread across the surface and separated into small oily islands. Henry watched it happen. “Would anyone else like some?” Madeleine asked.
Nobody answered immediately. “I’ll try it,” Sophie said.
“That’s very nice of you,” Helen said.
“It has garlic.”
“Yes.”
“I like garlic.”
“That gives it a chance.”
For several minutes, the family ate. The stew was good, although Henry found a piece of gristle and transferred it discreetly to the edge of his plate.
Helen saw him do this. “How was the bank?” she asked Irv.
“The bank was the bank.”
“That sounds ominous.”
“We had to close six foreign-currency accounts.”
“Why?” Harry asked.
“New compliance rules.”
“What did the customers do?”
“One of them bought euros without declaring a travel purpose.”
“Why should he need a travel purpose?”
“Because foreign-currency reserves are under pressure.”
“Temporarily,” Helen said.
Henry ignored this. Irv continued. “Another customer transferred money to her daughter in Gallia.”
“Was the daughter a terrorist?” Malcolm asked.
“She’s studying dentistry.”
“Could be.”
“She exceeded the family-support allowance.”
Sophie put down her fork. “There’s a family-support allowance?”
“Ten thousand crowns per quarter.”
“That wouldn’t pay three months’ rent in Gallia.”
“It isn’t meant to pay the rent. It’s meant to support her.”
“What is the practical difference?” Harry asked.
Irv shrugged. “I don’t make the rules.”
“No,” Madeleine said, “but there’s a reason for them. Wealthy families have been moving money abroad for years.”
“The woman is a school secretary,” Irv said.
“That doesn’t mean the overall policy is wrong.”
“It means she cried at my desk.”
“Policies can cause individual hardship while serving the broader good.”
Sophie glanced at Harry. Harry did not notice. He was watching his brother. “And you froze her account?”
“I didn’t freeze it. The system froze it.”
“You were sitting at the system.”
“The instruction came from Compliance.”
“And where was Compliance sitting?”
“Probably in Central City.”
“Then I suppose nobody did it.”
Irv pushed his plate away slightly. “You think I enjoyed it?”
“No.”
“You think I should lose my job over a transfer limit?”
“No.”
“Then what exactly are you saying?”
Harry hesitated. This was the problem with moral questions when discussed by people with salaries. Everyone wanted the right answer provided it came with continued employment. “I’m saying it’s getting worse.”
Henry wiped his mouth with his napkin. “It is not getting worse. The government is trying to stabilise the currency during a difficult period.”
“You told us prices go up and down,” Helen said.
“They do.”
“But the currency only needs stabilising in one direction.”
“Ardania is facing external pressure.”
Malcolm looked towards the window. “Is the pressure visible?”
“Don’t be flippant.”
“I’m trying to know whether to close the curtains.”
Henry put down his fork. “The Vaskian government has moved troops towards the northern frontier. International investors are behaving irrationally. Speculators are attacking the crown, and people transferring money abroad are contributing to the problem.”
“People are transferring money abroad because they’re worried,” Harry said.
“And their transfers make the situation worse.”
“So the government stops them, which makes them more worried.”
“That is a simplistic description.”
“It’s a simple situation.”
“No,” Henry said, with more force than he intended. “It is not.”
The table became quiet. Henry rarely raised his voice. When the children were young, this had given his anger greater authority. Now it merely made everyone curious.
He softened his tone. “You see individual restrictions. At the ministry, we see the whole picture.”
“What does the whole picture look like?” Sophie asked.
Henry looked at her. She had not asked provocatively. This made the question harder to dismiss. “It looks manageable.”
“Good,” Helen replied. “That’s settled.”
She held out the bread basket to Malcolm. Malcolm took two slices. “One,” Henry said.
“I’m protecting against future restrictions.”
Henry gave him a look. Malcolm returned the smaller slice.
Madeleine tasted her stew. “There was an interesting discussion at the Initiative today,” she said, making a deliberate attempt to improve the conversation. “We’re launching a campaign about responsible parenthood.”
Irv’s shoulders stiffened. Helen noticed. “What is responsible parenthood?” she asked.
“Recognising that having children isn’t simply a private decision. It has social and environmental consequences.”
“My having children certainly had consequences,” Helen said.
Malcolm raised a hand. “I apologise for my share.”
Madeleine continued. “We want to move away from the idea that women owe society children.”
“No one here has said that,” Irv said.
“I didn’t say anyone here had.”
“You’re looking at my mother.”
“I’m looking across the table.”
“At my mother.”
Helen reached for the wine. “I’m not easily intimidated.”
Madeleine took a breath. “I’m only saying that there are many valid ways to form a family.”
“Of course,” Sophie said.
“And some couples don’t want children.”
Irv looked at his plate. Helen poured wine into her glass. “Some don’t.”
“Exactly.”
“And some aren’t sure.”
“Also valid.”
“And some might be more sure if they weren’t living beneath their parents.”
Irv looked up. Madeleine’s cheeks coloured. “Our housing situation has nothing to do with it.”
“Nothing?” Irv asked.
“We’ve discussed this.”
“I thought you said we were waiting.”
“We are.”
“For what?”
“The right time.”
“When is that?”
“Not at dinner.”
“You brought it up.”
“I brought up a campaign.”
“You brought up not having children while sitting beside your husband in his parents’ dining room.”
Madeleine stared at him. There were moments in family life when everyone present understood that the next sentence would be remembered for years.
Helen recognised one approaching and tried to divert it. “Sophie, how is work?”
“Slow.”
“Good slow or bad slow?”
“There’s only bad slow in architecture.”
“Did the riverside project get approval?” Harry asked.
“It got conditional approval.”
“What are the conditions?”
“They have to make twenty percent of the flats affordable.”
“That sounds good,” Madeleine said.
“It does.”
“But?”
“The developer says the numbers no longer work, so they’ve suspended construction.”
“How much were the affordable flats?” Malcolm asked.
“Two hundred and ninety thousand.”
“For whom are they affordable?”
“People with two incomes, no children, a large deposit, and wealthy parents.”
Everyone looked briefly at Henry and Helen. Helen lifted her glass. “We have the house, three adult sons, and retirement to think about. Apparently we are wealthy only when other people are doing the calculation.”
Harry turned to Sophie. “That’s why we should leave.”
Henry frowned. “Leave what?”
“Ardania.”
The words settled on the table more heavily than the stew. Sophie looked at Harry. “We said we weren’t announcing that.”
“I’m not announcing it. I’m mentioning it.”
“You announced it with a country.”
“Leave for where?” Helen asked.
“Gallia. Costa Verde. Anywhere I can be paid in money I’m allowed to keep.”
“You have a good job,” Henry said.
“I have a job that pays me partly in vouchers.”
“You write software.”
“For a company whose biggest client is the government.”
“Then your job is secure.”
“That isn’t the same as good.”
Henry shook his head. “Young people always think life will be easier somewhere else.”
“We don’t think it will be easier,” Sophie said. “We think we might eventually afford a flat.”
“You could marry first,” Henry said.
Harry leaned back. “There it is.”
“What?”
“The solution to the housing crisis. Marriage.”
“I’m saying that if you intend to marry, there is no reason to postpone it indefinitely.”
“The reason is that we can’t afford anywhere to live.”
“You can live here.”
Sophie smiled despite herself. “That is a generous offer.”
“There are two unused bedrooms upstairs.”
Malcolm looked at him. “Unused is an aggressive word.”
“Your brother moved out of one of them.”
“He moved downstairs.”
“That still counts.”
“And the guest room?”
“Is available.” Malcolm nodded.
“So Harry and Sophie can choose between Irv’s abandoned room and displacing hypothetical guests.”
“Exactly.”
“I admire the abundance.”
Henry turned back to Sophie. “You would be welcome.”
“Thank you.”
Harry looked at her. “You’re not considering it?”
“No.”
“Good.”
“I was being polite.”
“I knew that.”
“You looked frightened.”
“I was frightened politely.” Even Irv smiled.
The tension around the table eased, although it did not disappear. Family tension rarely disappeared. It merely changed chairs. Helen poured wine for Sophie and Harry.
“Leaving the country is not a plan,” Henry said. “It’s a reaction.”
“What would count as a plan?” Harry asked.
“Building a career. Saving. Waiting for conditions to improve.”
“I’ve been saving for five years.”
“Then continue.”
“The house prices rise faster than I save.”
“They won’t rise forever.”
“The ministry said that three years ago.”
“The ministry does not forecast house prices.”
“It issued a housing affordability outlook.”
“That is not a forecast.”
“It had numbers for future years.”
“Those are projections.”
Malcolm nodded solemnly. “Forecasts wear cheaper suits.” Henry ignored him.
Harry reached for the wine. “There is another option.”
“No,” Henry said.
“I haven’t said it yet.”
“You were going to say Bitcoin.”
“I might have been going to say armed robbery.”
“Were you?”
“No.”
“Then you were going to say Bitcoin.”
Madeleine gave a small laugh. “At least armed robbery produces something tangible.”
Harry turned towards her. “Bitcoin has outperformed the crown for ten years.”
“It’s speculation.”
“So is keeping money in a currency that loses twelve percent of its value every year.”
“The official inflation rate is seven.”
Helen looked at Madeleine. “Where?”
“Across the national basket.”
“What’s in the basket?”
“A representative range of household goods.”
“Does it contain beef?”
“I assume so.”
“Then someone has stolen it.”
Irv rubbed his forehead. “Can we have one dinner without discussing inflation, housing, or the collapse of civilisation?”
“We discussed children,” Malcolm said.
“That went well.”
Harry leaned forward. “I’m not saying put everything into Bitcoin. I’m saying it exists for precisely this situation. Capital controls. Currency debasement. Government payment credits.”
Henry’s face hardened. “Ardania is not some failed state.”
“I didn’t say it was.”
“You implied it.”
“I’m saying the direction matters.”
“The direction is temporary.”
Helen looked at him. This time she said nothing.
Harry continued. “You work in domestic payments. You know what they’re planning.”
“I know no such thing.”
“Will the transfer limits be removed?”
“When the pressure eases.”
“When is that?”
“I cannot give you a date.”
“Will the Civic Credits remain voluntary?”
“They encourage domestic spending.”
“That wasn’t my question.”
Henry’s work phone vibrated in his pocket. Everyone heard it. Government-issued telephones had a distinctive double buzz, designed either to convey urgency or to make civil servants unpopular in restaurants.
Henry took it out. A message had appeared on the secure ministry screen. MONDAY, 08:00 — MANDATORY DIRECTORATE BRIEFING
Beneath it was a document title: Emergency Preservation of Domestic Liquidity: Phase Two
He read the words twice.
“What is it?” Helen asked.
“Nothing.” Harry watched him.
“Work,” Henry added.
“On Friday evening?” Malcolm asked. “The government really is in trouble.”
Henry placed the telephone face down beside his plate. “It’s a briefing.”
“About what?” Harry asked.
“Routine measures.”
The phone vibrated again. A second message appeared, though only Henry could see it. Attendance in person. Personal electronic devices prohibited. Confidentiality provisions apply. Henry slid the phone into his pocket.
Helen was still watching him. They had been married long enough for her to recognise the particular stillness that came over him when he had decided not to say something.
Madeleine broke the silence. “I think the dressing works well with the stew.”
Everyone looked down at the green patches floating in their bowls. “It does,” Sophie said.
Helen tasted a small amount. “It’s not bad.”
Madeleine brightened.
“It needs salt,” Helen added. Irv reached for the salt cellar.
Outside, a tram passed at the end of the road, rattling the windows in their frames. The streetlights came on one after another. Beyond the houses, the red warning lights on the ministry communications tower blinked against the darkening sky.
The family resumed eating. Harry and Sophie whispered about the wine. Irv asked Madeleine to pass the bread. Malcolm attempted to take a second slice while his father was distracted. Helen began discussing a leak beneath the upstairs bathroom sink. Normal conversation returned with the speed of water closing over a stone.
Henry listened to them and felt reassured. They were all there. Helen at the other end of the table. Irv and Madeleine beside each other despite their argument. Harry and Sophie not yet married but behaving as though they had been for years. Malcolm stealing bread as if food scarcity were a private joke.
The house was warm. Dinner was good. The country was stable enough. Whatever the ministry intended to announce on Monday would be measured, necessary, and temporary.
Henry had spent his working life among sensible people. He saw no reason to believe they had all gone mad at once.
Chapter Two
The Right Time
After dinner, the Vale family dispersed according to habit, inclination, and access to screens.
Henry settled into his favourite armchair with a book on the history of the Ardanian civil service. The chair was his favourite because it faced the fire, supported his lower back, and had been silently surrendered to him by every other member of the family.
The book had been presented to him on completing twenty-five years at the Ministry of Finance. It was eight hundred pages long and began with the establishment of the Royal Office of Weights, Measures, and River Tolls in 1843. Henry had reached page ninety-seven. He had been reading it for four years.
Malcolm went upstairs to study, although the speed with which music began playing from his room suggested that modern business degrees required extensive knowledge of drums.
Irv and Madeleine descended to their apartment to watch a film. They remained connected to the family’s Netflix subscription, which Henry paid for and never used. He had attempted to watch something once but had spent twenty minutes browsing the available programmes, become irritated by the number of decisions involved, and returned to the news.
Netflix occasionally sent him recommendations based on the family’s combined viewing history. It had concluded that Henry was interested in Korean romance, Scandinavian murder, American political satire, documentaries about serial killers, and animated films involving talking animals.
Henry suspected this was how government databases worked.
In the kitchen, Helen filled the sink with hot water.
Harry dried while Sophie put things away, although she did not know where anything belonged and was too polite to ask more than twice.
“Top cupboard,” Helen said.
Sophie opened the cupboard above the refrigerator.
“The other top cupboard.”
“There are six.”
“The one beside the cooker.”
Sophie opened it.
“That’s spices.”
“I’ve noticed.”
“The one on your left.”
“My left or yours?”
“Your left.”
“That’s the refrigerator.”
“The cupboard beside it.”
“This one?”
“No, that’s where the glasses go.”
Harry watched them for a moment.
“Would it be simpler if I put things away?”
“No,” both women said.
He returned to drying.
The Vale kitchen had accumulated its organisation over thirty-six years. The cupboards were solid but dated, the counters had survived several generations of fashion, and the appliances had been replaced individually whenever they died rather than collectively whenever interior designers declared them embarrassing. Nothing was where a visitor would reasonably expect it to be, but Helen could locate a nutmeg grater in darkness during a power cut.
Sophie eventually found the plate cupboard. “You could label them,” she suggested.
“And give away all our secrets?” Helen said.
Harry held up Madeleine’s bowl of herb dressing. A green film clung to its sides. “What do I do with this?”
“Wash it.”
“I meant the contents.”
Helen looked into the bowl. “Does the garden need fertilising?”
“It was quite good,” Sophie said.
“You don’t have to defend it now. Madeleine has gone downstairs.”
“She made an effort.”
“She put parsley in yoghurt.”
“That was the effort.”
Harry scraped the dressing into the bin. Helen watched him. “Hasn’t the bin suffered enough?”
When the dishes were done, Helen made tisane and the three of them sat around the kitchen table.
Harry would have preferred coffee, but coffee after eight kept him awake. Tisane also kept him awake, though mainly because he disliked it.
Helen placed the steaming cups before them.
“What is it?” Harry asked.
“Verbena.”
“It smells like furniture polish.”
“You’ve never tasted furniture polish.”
“Not knowingly.”
Sophie wrapped both hands around her cup. “I like it.”
“You want my mother to approve of you,” Harry said.
“I do.”
“You’ll be drinking hot weeds for the rest of your life.”
Helen sat opposite them. “I approved of her before the tisane.”
“Thank you,” Sophie said.
“The tisane helps.”
From the sitting room came the faint rustle of Henry turning a page. This happened infrequently enough to be noticeable.
Helen glanced towards the doorway. “He’ll be asleep in ten minutes.”
“I’m not asleep,” Henry called.
“No one said you were.”
There was a pause. “Good.”
Sophie smiled. “How does he hear everything?”
“He works for the government,” Helen said. “It’s professional training.”
Harry took a cautious sip.
“So,” Helen said, “you’re leaving the country.”
Sophie looked at Harry. “We’re not leaving the country.”
“We’re considering it,” Harry said.
“We’ve mentioned it.”
“You announced it over stew.”
“I was making a point.”
Helen waited. Mothers developed this skill when their children were young. Silence, properly employed, caused the guilty party to continue talking until the truth emerged from exhaustion.
Harry shifted in his chair. “We haven’t decided anything. There are jobs in Gallia, and Sophie’s firm has contacts there.”
“One contact,” Sophie said.
“A useful contact.”
“He sent me a Christmas card.”
“Exactly.”
“Three years ago.”
“That establishes continuity.”
“It established postage.”
Helen lifted her cup. “And if you went?”
“We’d rent at first,” Harry said.
“With what money?”
“My salary.”
“Your salary in Gallia.”
“Yes.”
“Which you don’t have yet.”
“No.”
“And you would marry?”
Harry looked at Sophie. Sophie looked into her tisane. “We intend to,” she said.
“That sounds promising.”
“We’ve always intended to.”
“Intentions are pleasant,” Helen said. “They don’t require catering.”
Harry leaned back. “We want children.”
Helen’s expression changed. It did not change much, but it softened around the eyes. “How many?”
Sophie laughed. “We haven’t negotiated the final number.”
“I said three,” Harry said.
“You suggested three.”
“What’s the difference?”
“A suggestion can be ignored.”
“I thought we agreed on at least two.”
“We agreed that one might be lonely.”
“Which implies two.”
“It implies concern for the hypothetical first.”
Helen looked from one to the other. “You’ve discussed this in detail.”
“We discuss everything in detail,” Sophie said. “That’s why nothing happens quickly.”
“Three would be good,” Harry said.
“Three would require a home.”
“We could make do.”
“In what? Your childhood bedroom?”
“It has a built-in wardrobe.”
“And a double bed.”
“Exactly.”
“It has one double bed, Harry. Not three children.”
“Not immediately.”
Sophie turned to Helen. “He has a remarkable ability to begin with a large family and work backwards from the furniture.”
“Irv began with the furniture,” Helen said. “It hasn’t helped.”
At the mention of Irv, the humour faded slightly. The three of them looked down, as though the basement might be visible through the kitchen floor.
A low rumble came from beneath their feet. It was either the beginning of the film or another shelf collapsing.
“Does Irv still want children?” Sophie asked.
“Yes,” Helen said.
Harry stirred his tisane, although there was nothing in it requiring distribution. “Maddy doesn’t.”
“She says she doesn’t know,” Helen corrected him.
“She’s been not knowing for four years.”
“Some decisions take time.”
“So does avoiding them.”
Sophie touched Harry’s arm. “That isn’t fair.”
“I didn’t say it to her.”
“You said it directly above her.”
The kitchen fell silent for a moment. Harry lowered his voice. “I don’t understand what they’re waiting for. Irv is thirty-three. She’s twenty-nine. They’ve been married four years. They both have jobs.”
“They live in a basement,” Helen said.
“We all live in the same house. That should help.”
“It helps with babysitting,” Sophie said. “Not necessarily with conception.”
Helen covered a laugh with her hand. Harry looked offended.
“I didn’t mean it like that.”
“I know. That’s why it was funny.”
He drank some tisane and immediately regretted it. “I read an essay about this today.”
Sophie sighed affectionately. “Of course you did.”
“What does that mean?”
“It means every conversation with you eventually acquires an essay.”
“It was interesting.”
“They always are.”
“It divided families into two broad groups. Red families and blue families.”
Helen frowned. “Why?”
“To describe different ideas of marriage.”
“Are the colours important?”
“Not really.”
“Then why use them?”
“Because people remember colours.”
“I remember words.”
Harry continued before she could object further. “The blue sort of marriage is mainly a partnership between two individuals. They build a life together, but the life is made up of projects. Careers, travel, a home, shared interests, and perhaps children.”
“Perhaps?” Helen asked.
“Children can be one of the projects, but they aren’t the purpose of the marriage.”
Sophie nodded slowly. “That sounds harsher than it is.”
“I’m explaining it.”
“You’re explaining it as someone who thinks the other model is better.”
“I haven’t explained the other model yet.”
“You used the word ‘projects’ as though they were assembling garden furniture.”
“That’s the term the writer used.”
“Writers have been known to select terms.”
Helen looked at Sophie. “How would you describe it?”
Sophie thought for a moment. “Two people choose one another because they want to share their lives. They help each other become the people they want to be. Children may be part of it, but neither person disappears into the family.”
“That sounds reasonable,” Helen said.
“It is reasonable,” Sophie replied. “That’s why people choose it.”
Harry held up a hand. “I didn’t say it was unreasonable. The red model sees the household as the important thing. Husband, wife, children, grandparents, cousins - the family continues through generations. The individuals belong to something larger than themselves.”
Helen looked around the kitchen. “Something larger with cupboards that have needed modernising since Malcolm was in primary school.”
“Essentially.”
“So which are you?” she asked.
“Red,” Harry said.
“Reddish,” Sophie said at the same time.
Harry turned to her. “What does reddish mean?”
“It means I want a family. I also want to remain a person.”
“You think I don’t want you to remain a person?”
“No.”
“Then why say it?”
“Because when you explain the red family, the man becomes the head of the household and the woman becomes part of the household, like the plumbing.”
“I didn’t say that.”
“You were approaching it.”
“I was explaining kinship.”
“You were explaining it with enthusiasm.”
Helen sipped her tisane. “I remained a person after having three children.”
“Of course you did,” Harry said.
“I wasn’t speaking to you.”
Sophie smiled. “I know you did. But you were also Mrs Vale, Malcolm’s mother, Harry’s mother, Irv’s mother, Henry’s wife. Did anyone ask what you wanted separately from all of them?”
“All the time.”
“And?”
“I generally wanted them to stop asking.”
From the sitting room came another page turning. Harry glanced towards the door. “The essay said the red sort of family gives grandparents a proper role.”
“What is my proper role?” Helen asked.
“Helping the next generation.”
“I cooked their dinner.”
“More broadly than that.”
“I let two of them live here.”
“That’s exactly what I mean.”
“It isn’t a theory when the electricity bill arrives.”
Sophie leaned forward. “That may be the part the writer gets right. We talk about young adults living with their parents as though they’ve failed. But the same household is doing what families have always done - sharing housing, food, money, and childcare.”
“We haven’t reached the childcare,” Harry said.
“We’re working backwards from the furniture again.”
Helen smiled.
“The problem isn’t that families live together,” Sophie continued. “The problem is that nobody chose it. Irv and Maddy didn’t move downstairs because they believe in an intergenerational household. They moved downstairs because the bank laughed at them.”
“It didn’t laugh,” Harry said. “It generated a rejection code.”
“Which is how banks laugh.”
Helen nodded towards the sitting room. “Your father thinks having you here is normal.”
“Dad thinks everything that already exists is normal,” Harry said.
“I heard that,” Henry called.
“Were you supposed to?”
“No.”
There was a silence while they waited to see whether he would enter. He did not.
Harry lowered his voice again. “The point is that people like us still think of marriage as the beginning of a family. We don’t want to spend fifteen years building the perfect lifestyle and then decide whether a child fits inside it.”
“That is closer to what I believe,” Sophie said.
“Then you’re red.”
“I refuse to be assigned a colour by a man drinking tisane against his will.”
“It’s not a political party.”
“It will be by next week.”
Helen rubbed the rim of her cup with one finger. “And Madeleine is blue?”
“Yes,” Harry said.
“We shouldn’t diagnose her while she’s watching television downstairs,” Sophie said.
“We aren’t diagnosing her. We’re describing how she thinks. Her marriage to Irv is a partnership. Her work matters to her. Her independence matters. A child is something they might add when the conditions are right.”
“What conditions?” Helen asked.
“House, money, career security, enough time, proper childcare.”
“Those seem sensible.”
“They do,” Harry said. “That’s the problem.”
Helen raised an eyebrow. “Sensible things are the problem?”
“Waiting for all of them at once is. The right house, the right income, the right position at work, the right government programme, the right emotional readiness. By the time everything is right, you’re old enough to require medical assistance.”
“You may wish to phrase that more delicately when speaking to Madeleine.”
“I wouldn’t say it to Madeleine.”
“You said the previous thing directly above her.”
Sophie took another sip. “The blue idea only works comfortably if people have money.”
Harry nodded. “That was another point in the essay. If marriage is built around two people completing a collection of shared projects, they need enough resources for the projects. When money becomes tight, the projects compete.”
“House or travel,” Sophie said.
“Career or children.”
“Saving or enjoying life.”
“His job or hers.”
“Gallia or Ardania.”
Harry looked at her. “That last one isn’t a competition.”
“It may become one.”
Helen watched them both. “And the red family doesn’t need money?”
“It does,” Harry said. “But poverty attacks it differently. The family remains the purpose, even when the plans go wrong.”
“Unless the husband drinks, gambles, disappears, or spends the grocery money,” Sophie said.
Harry nodded reluctantly. “That was also in the essay.”
“It sounds less cheerful now.”
“The writer wasn’t saying red families always succeed. He said both kinds are failing, but in different ways.”
Helen looked thoughtful. “That is generally how families fail. In different ways and at inconvenient times.”
The film downstairs became louder. Someone screamed. There was a crash, followed by orchestral music. “Scandinavian,” Harry said.
“How do you know?” Sophie asked.
“In American films, the crash comes before the scream.”
Helen tilted her head, listening. “It may be the shelf.” They waited. No one came upstairs. “Film,” she concluded.
Sophie turned her cup slowly between her hands. “There’s another reason Maddy hesitates.”
Harry looked at her. “Her work?”
“Not only the work. What the work says about her.”
“She’s underpaid.”
“That doesn’t mean it lacks status.”
Harry gave a short laugh. “She coordinates volunteers for a charity that pays her less than the volunteers would earn if they were paid.”
“She has a title,” Sophie said. “She goes to meetings. People ask her opinion. She attends conferences. She contributes to policy documents. Her photograph appears on the organisation’s website.”
“Usually standing beside a banner,” Helen said.
“Exactly. She is Programme Coordinator Madeleine Vale. If she leaves to have a baby, what is she?”
“A mother,” Harry said.
Sophie looked at him. “You answered as though that ought to settle it.”
“Isn’t it important?”
“Of course it is important. That doesn’t mean people treat it as important.”
Helen sat very still. Sophie continued. “I read another article Harry sent me. The writer argued that motherhood has become almost invisible in the way society measures success.”
“Almost?” Helen asked.
“When people meet a woman, they ask what she does. If she gives a profession, they know where to place her. Lawyer. Doctor. Teacher. Architect. Programme coordinator.”
“And if she says she’s a mother?” Harry asked.
“They ask what she did before.”
Helen smiled without amusement. “That is true.”
Harry looked at her. “Did people ask you that?”
“They still do. They ask whether I worked while raising you.”
“You were a teacher.”
“I know. They mean did I do anything besides raising you.”
“What do you say?”
“That teaching thirty children during the day and raising three at night left little time for competitive sailing.”
Sophie laughed. Helen looked towards the kitchen door. “When Irv was born, I stopped teaching for four years. People spoke to me more slowly.”
Harry frowned. “Why?”
“They assumed my mind had gone out with the placenta.”
“That’s ridiculous.”
“It was quite common. At dinner parties, the men asked your father about interest rates and asked me whether Irv was sleeping through the night. Your father knew considerably more about Irv’s sleep than he did about interest rates, but convention protected him.”
From the sitting room came Henry’s voice. “I understood interest rates.”
Helen raised her voice. “You once spent three weeks comparing savings accounts to earn enough additional interest to buy a bottle of wine.”
“It was a very good rate.”
“You spent more on tram fares visiting the banks.”
There was a pause. “That is not the point.”
Sophie smiled into her cup. “That’s what the article meant,” she said. “Status comes from visible individual achievement. Qualifications. Promotions. Income. Public recognition. Motherhood is private. It is repetitive. Much of the work disappears the moment it is completed.”
“Like washing dishes,” Harry said.
Helen glanced at the clean plates drying beside the sink. “Some dishes chip and leave home.”
Harry ignored this. “So what would change it?”
“Not simply money,” Sophie said. “Respect.”
“How do you legislate respect?”
“Please don’t ask your father’s ministry. They’ll produce a form.”
Helen pushed the biscuit tin towards Sophie. “There are only two.”
Sophie opened it. “There are four.”
“Malcolm has been told there are two.”
She took one and passed the tin to Harry. Harry examined the biscuits. “What about fathers?”
“What about them?” Sophie asked.
“Fatherhood doesn’t earn much public status either.”
“No, but it doesn’t usually cost men the status they already have. A man with three children is still introduced by his profession. Sometimes the children even make him appear stable and responsible.”
“Sometimes incorrectly,” Helen said.
“A woman with three small children is assumed to be distracted.”
“She is distracted,” Helen said. “Someone is generally putting a bead into an ear.”
Sophie broke her biscuit in half. “Maddy has spent years being told she must build an identity that belongs to her. Education, work, purpose, independence. Then people ask why she is reluctant to surrender the visible signs of that identity.”
“She wouldn’t surrender them,” Harry said.
“Perhaps not. But she may think she will.”
“She could return to work.”
“And leave the child with whom?”
“Childcare.”
“Which costs nearly her salary.”
“My mother.” Helen looked at him. Harry stopped. “I mean, possibly. Occasionally.”
“You mean your mother becomes part of the red family when the childcare invoice arrives.”
“That is what extended families do.”
“I’m pleased we have discovered my proper role.”
Harry took the another biscuit. “The government says it wants more children.”
“The government wants more future taxpayers,” Helen replied. “Children are expensive until they begin paying contributions.”
Sophie nodded. “That’s another contradiction. Every speech says the falling birth rate is a national emergency. Then every part of life tells young couples not to have children until they’re financially secure.”
“Which they never are,” Harry said.
“Have a career first. Buy a home first. Pay off your education first. Build savings. Travel while you’re young. Establish yourself professionally. Become emotionally mature.”
Malcolm appeared in the doorway. “How emotionally mature?”
The three of them turned. He was wearing headphones around his neck and carrying an empty glass.
“Aren’t you studying?” Helen asked.
“I became academically thirsty.”
Harry pointed upstairs. “How long have you been listening?”
“To what?”
“This conversation.”
“Not long.”
“How long?”
“Since the placenta.”
Helen handed him the water jug.
“We were discussing why people aren’t having children,” Sophie said.
“I know why.”
Harry folded his arms. “Go on.”
“They’ve met children.”
Sophie laughed. “Is that what they teach in business school?”
“No. Business school says children are an underperforming long-term asset with negative cash flow and uncertain terminal value.”
Helen stared at him. “I hope we kept the receipt.”
Malcolm filled his glass. “The government launched a campaign at the university today.”
“What campaign?” Harry asked.
“Future Ardania.”
“What does it do?”
“Encourages students to think positively about family formation.”
“That sounds harmless,” Helen said.
“It includes an online questionnaire.”
Harry’s expression changed. “What sort of questionnaire?”
“Whether we intend to marry, how many children we expect to have, what prevents us from having them, and what government support would change our minds.”
“Is it anonymous?” Sophie asked.
“It says confidential.”
“That wasn’t the question,” Harry said.
“I know.”
“Do you have to complete it?”
“Not officially.”
“What does that mean?”
“You receive five Civic Credits if you do.”
Harry looked towards the sitting room. “Dad?” Henry did not answer. “Dad?”
A moment later Henry appeared in the kitchen doorway, still holding his book. His glasses rested low on his nose. “What?”
“Do you know about the Future Ardania questionnaire?”
“No.”
“It asks university students how many children they intend to have.”
“That sounds like demographic research.”
“It offers Civic Credits.”
“Then participation is voluntary.”
“Voluntary things don’t usually pay people in money they can’t refuse.”
Henry removed his glasses. “The government needs information to develop family policy.”
“Why not ask why houses cost twelve times the average salary?” Harry said.
“They know that.”
“Then they have the information.”
“Knowing a problem exists is not the same as knowing how to solve it.”
“Is that from your book?” Malcolm asked.
“No.”
“It should be.”
Helen got up to fetch another cup. “Would you like a tisane?”
Henry looked at Harry, Malcolm, and the empty biscuit tin.
“What kind?”
“Verbena.”
“I’ll return to my book.”
He began to turn away. Harry stopped him.
“You keep saying conditions will improve. But the government keeps making the money worth less. People save for a deposit and discover house prices have risen faster than their savings. Both salaries become necessary just to stand still, so children get postponed. Then the currency loses more value, everything costs more, and the government responds with a questionnaire asking why people aren’t starting families.”
Henry remained in the doorway. “The government is introducing housing measures.”
“More affordable flats overlooking incinerators?”
“Those flats were approved by the municipality.”
“At three hundred thousand crowns.”
“Three hundred and eighty,” Malcolm said.
“Thank you, Malcolm,” Harry replied.
“You’re welcome.”
Henry closed the book around one finger to keep his place. “Ardania is not the only country with a falling birth rate. This is happening throughout the developed world. It cannot all be blamed on our housing policy.”
“No,” Sophie said. “But the housing policy is the part Ardania controls.”
Her voice was calm, and Henry gave her question more attention than he would have given Harry’s. “The ministry is examining tax incentives,” he said.
Harry groaned.
“What is wrong with tax incentives?”
“You have to earn enough to pay tax before an incentive helps.”
“There may also be a child allowance.”
“In Civic Credits?” Malcolm asked.
“No.”
“You hesitated.”
“I did not.”
“You paused governmentally.”
Helen placed a cup of verbena on the table despite Henry’s refusal. She had been married long enough to distinguish between declining tea and delaying it.
Henry came all the way in and sat down. “The state cannot manufacture families,” he said. “It can only create favourable conditions.”
“That may be the first sensible thing the state has said all week,” Helen replied.
“I said it.”
“You work for the state.”
“Not at home.”
“Your telephone disagrees.”
Henry placed the book on the table. “You all speak as though there were a deliberate policy to prevent young people from having children.”
“I don’t think it’s deliberate,” Sophie said. “I think it’s what happens when every policy is designed separately.”
“The housing ministry protects property values,” Harry said. “The finance ministry protects the banks. Employers protect flexibility. Universities protect careers. Charities protect individual choice. Nobody protects the family because the family isn’t a department.”
Henry looked at him. “That sounds rehearsed.”
“I’ve been thinking about it.”
“Which is Harry’s form of rehearsal,” Sophie said.
Helen sat down again. “Perhaps that is the difference between the colours,” she said.
Harry leaned forward. “What do you mean?”
“The blue family fits neatly into the modern world because it begins with individuals. Governments understand individuals. Employers understand employees. Banks understand borrowers. Advertisers understand consumers.”
“And the red family?” Sophie asked.
“It is untidy. It contains people who are too young to earn, too old to work, or too closely related to charge one another market rent.”
Malcolm lifted his water glass. “To economic inefficiency.”
“No,” Helen said. “To family.”
He lowered the glass. “To family.”
Henry looked around the kitchen. The house was quiet apart from the film beneath them and the faint music still escaping from Malcolm’s room. Three adult children and partners had eaten at the table that evening. Two sons still slept under Henry and Helen’s roof. A third occupied the basement with his wife.
Their salaries, taken together, sounded impressive and achieved very little separately. By any modern economic measure, the arrangement was a failure. By any older measure, the family remained intact.
“Madeleine isn’t wrong to want meaningful work,” Sophie said. “And Irv isn’t wrong to want children. The trouble is that they think one of them must lose.”
“She earns almost nothing,” Harry said.
“Status is not the same as money.”
“What status?”
“Enough that when people ask what she does, she has an answer.”
Helen looked at Sophie for a long moment. “‘I’m raising the next generation’ ought to be an answer.”
“It ought to be,” Sophie said. “But it doesn’t fit on a name badge.”
Henry reached for the tisane at last. It had cooled. “So what is your solution?” he asked Harry.
“Make it possible for ordinary people to own something.”
“That is not a fertility policy.”
“It is if the thing has bedrooms.”
“Anything else?”
“Stop destroying the currency.”
Henry put down the cup.
“There it is.”
“You asked.”
“I asked about families, and you brought us back to Bitcoin.”
“Everything comes back to money eventually.”
“Not everything.”
“Try raising three children without it.”
Helen looked from father to son. “Bitcoin won’t make people want children.”
“No,” Harry said. “But it might let them save long enough to have a choice.”
Henry shook his head. “It is too volatile.”
“So is the government,” Malcolm said.
“You were going upstairs.”
“I was.”
“Continue.”
Malcolm refilled his glass, although it was still nearly full. “Before I go, am I red or blue?”
“You’re dependent,” Harry said.
“Is there a colour for that?”
“Beige,” Sophie suggested.
“I reject beige. I’m young.”
“You’re beige until you pay rent,” Helen said.
Malcolm accepted this with dignity and left the kitchen.
Henry opened his book again but did not stand.
Harry watched him. “Suppose the transfer restrictions get worse.”
“They won’t.”
“Suppose they do.”
“The measures are temporary.”
“Suppose temporary becomes permanent.”
“Then Parliament will review them.”
“Suppose Parliament approves them.”
“Why wouldn’t it, if they were necessary?”
Harry leaned back. There it was again: the immovable confidence of a man who believed institutions might make mistakes but could not develop appetites.
Helen saw Harry preparing another argument and stopped him. “That is enough politics for one evening.”
“It isn’t politics,” Harry said.
“When two Vale men repeat themselves in increasingly serious voices, it is politics.”
She collected the cups. Sophie stood to help. Helen waved her back into her chair. “You put away. I’ll do these.”
Harry glanced at the floor. “Do you think Irv and Maddy heard us?”
“No,” Helen said. “Netflix is louder than family concern.”
The film downstairs reached a dramatic climax. A woman screamed again, music swelled, and several people appeared to be firing weapons inside a cathedral.
“At least they’re spending the evening together,” Sophie said.
“That makes them blue,” Harry replied.
“It makes them married.”
Helen carried the cups to the sink. “Perhaps families don’t need colours. Perhaps they need rooms.”
Harry looked around the kitchen. “We have rooms.”
“No,” she said. “We have children occupying spaces designed for an earlier stage of their lives. That isn’t quite the same thing.”
The humour left her voice so gently that neither Harry nor Sophie knew when it had gone.
She turned on the tap. “When your father and I married, we had very little. But we assumed the little would become more. That was the difference. We didn’t wait until we were secure. We believed security was ahead of us.”
“And now?” Sophie asked.
Helen watched the water run over the cups. “Now young people begin with more than we had and expect to end with less.”
No one spoke. From the sitting room, Henry’s government telephone produced its double vibration. He looked towards the sound but did not move immediately. The second vibration followed. “I should check that.”
“Of course,” Helen said.
He returned to the sitting room. Harry heard the faint click as Henry unlocked the secure screen. There was a pause, longer than usual.
“What is it?” Helen called.
“Nothing.”
Harry and Sophie looked at each other. The same word, Harry thought, had already been used twice that evening to describe something.
Henry reappeared in the kitchen doorway. His expression had altered, though only slightly. “I had to go into the ministry early on Monday.”
“You told us,” Helen said.
“The briefing has been moved to tomorrow morning.”
“On Saturday?” Harry asked.
“Yes.”
“What’s happened?”
“Nothing has happened.”
“Then why has the government cancelled your Saturday?”
“It hasn’t cancelled it. It requires two hours of it.”
“What is the briefing about?”
“I told you. Domestic liquidity.”
Harry waited. Henry disliked silence when it was used against him. It reminded him of Helen. “There may be some additional controls,” he said.
“What kind?”
“I don’t know yet.”
“On foreign transfers?”
“I don’t know.”
“Cash withdrawals?”
“I said I don’t know.”
“Bitcoin?”
Henry’s eyes met his son’s. “I don’t know.”
That answer was different. Harry felt Sophie’s hand close around his beneath the table.
Henry looked at the four empty places around the kitchen table: Irv’s, Madeleine’s, Malcolm’s, and his own. Then he looked at the doorway leading towards the basement, the stairs leading to the bedrooms, and the narrow hall leading out of the house. For the first time that evening, the family did not appear crowded. It appeared gathered. “I’m sure it’s precautionary,” he said.
Helen turned off the tap. “Temporary?”
Henry hesitated. “Most likely.”
No one contradicted him.
From somewhere beneath them came the cheerful sound announcing that the film had ended and another would begin automatically in ten seconds. The Vale family’s subscription was designed to ensure that nobody was ever required to decide when enough was enough.
Yes. I’ve made Monday explicit from the first page: Sophie stayed Sunday night, Henry left early for the scheduled Monday ministry briefing, and Harry and Sophie then go to their normal workdays. That fixes the commuter traffic and office scenes naturally.
One small backward continuity change will also be needed in Chapter Two: Henry’s briefing should remain Monday morning rather than being moved to Saturday.
I’ve also incorporated the other notes in the chapter: Harry’s broken computer replaces the washing machine, Sophie’s family situation is clarified, Senda Systems becomes the Costa Verde employer, Helen is the likely route to persuading Henry, Bitcoin salary proportions are flexible, the seed phrase is learned in full, and businesses prefer crowns rather than Civic Credits.
Chapter Three
Not Yet a Whole Coin
I owned 0.74 bitcoin. This was either a substantial amount of money or an embarrassing failure, depending on whom I compared myself with.
Compared with most people in Ardania, I was a financial visionary. Compared with the men I followed online, whose profile pictures had laser eyes and who spoke casually about storing twenty years of salary on a metal plate buried beneath a fruit tree, I was a tourist.
I had been trying to reach one full bitcoin for nearly four years. Every month, on the day after payday, I bought a little. This was called dollar-cost averaging, although we did not use dollars in Ardania and the average cost had spent most of the previous year rising faster than my salary.
Sometimes I bought fifty crowns’ worth. Sometimes a hundred. Once, after receiving an annual performance bonus, I bought nearly eight hundred crowns’ worth and felt dangerously wealthy until my computer died. Not slowed down. Not developed an interesting noise. Died.
I needed a computer for work outside the office, for Bitcoin, and for approximately eighty percent of the activities by which modern adulthood justified electricity.
I sold a small portion of my bitcoin and bought a new one. Bitcoin did not object. It did not send me a disappointed message or remove me from a group. It simply remained there, producing a permanent record of my poor timing.
I had since bought the amount back. Almost. My target of one bitcoin had begun as an investment goal. Later, it became psychological. A whole coin sounded complete. It suggested that I had secured a place in the future. Zero point seven four sounded as though I had been interrupted.
On Monday morning, I checked the price while brushing my teeth. It had risen four percent overnight. This was good for my savings and bad for my plan to acquire more savings. Bitcoin was the only thing I owned that pleased me by becoming less affordable.
I closed the price application before Sophie could see me. “You checked it again,” she said from behind me.
I looked at her reflection in the bathroom mirror. “No.”
“You have the Bitcoin face.”
“What is the Bitcoin face?”
“Concerned satisfaction.”
“I’m brushing my teeth.”
“You brush differently when the price rises.”
“How?”
“More confidently.”
Sophie had stayed Sunday night in my room because Monday mornings were easier from Westbridge than from her own apartment. Calling it her apartment was generous.
She rented a room in a two-bedroom flat with two other women. One occupied the second bedroom. Sophie shared hers with Camille, a nurse whose shifts changed weekly and whose tolerance for visiting boyfriends ended well before midnight. There were two single beds, one wardrobe, and enough floor space to establish that architects and landlords defined dimensions differently.
I had stayed there twice. The first time, Camille came home at three in the morning. The second time, she was already there. There had not been a third.
My parents’ house had five bedrooms and an apparently flexible interpretation of morality after midnight. My father believed that Sophie slept in the guest room whenever she stayed over. Malcolm encouraged this belief because it increased the number of evenings on which Sophie brought breakfast pastries.
In reality, Sophie slept with me, the guest room remained untouched, and the entire moral structure of the Vale household depended upon everyone avoiding unnecessary inspection.
“We should leave separately,” Sophie said.
“My mother already knows.”
“Your mother knows everything.”
“My father doesn’t.”
“Your father knows less than he thinks and more than he admits.”
“That’s government training.”
She kissed me, took her overnight bag, and left first. I waited seven minutes. Seven minutes was not based on any practical calculation. It simply felt like the amount of time between innocence and conspiracy.
When I came downstairs, my father had already left for the ministry. His briefing started at eight, which meant he had left considerably earlier than usual and without performing his normal Monday-morning ritual of complaining that weekends had become shorter.
My mother was at the table drinking coffee and reading the newspaper. “Did Sophie sleep well?” she asked.
“I assume so.”
“You don’t have to assume. You could have asked her.”
“I will.”
“She left her hairband in your room.”
I stopped. My mother turned a page. “Malcolm doesn’t wear those.”
“I didn’t think he did.”
“You needn’t look so frightened. Your father has gone to work.”
“I’m not frightened.”
“You have the same expression you had when you broke the garage window.”
“I was twelve.”
“You were a poor liar then too.” She continued reading.
I poured coffee. “What time is Dad back?”
“He doesn’t know.”
“That’s unusual. Did he say anything else?”
“Yes.”
I waited. My mother lifted her cup. “What?”
“He said not to worry.”
“That means he’s worried.”
“It generally does.”
I considered asking more, but there was no point. My father had spent his life treating information as something that became safer when divided into smaller portions.
Before leaving, I opened the refrigerator. There was milk, mustard, cabbage, and a labelled container of stew. MONDAY DINNER — EVERYONE
Beneath it, in smaller writing: MALCOLM: THIS INCLUDES YOU
I closed the refrigerator and left for work.
Novalytic Systems occupied the fifth and sixth floors of a glass building in Central City’s western business district. The building had been designed to look transparent. In practice, the windows did not open, the lifts required security badges, and the chief executive entered through an underground garage.
Our reception area displayed the logos of all the companies that had owned us. The original Novalytic logo appeared at the top. Beneath it came the German consortium that had acquired us. Below that was the French technology group that had acquired the German consortium. A smaller plaque stated that we remained “proudly Ardanian.” Nobody had yet explained what that meant.
I worked in financial systems integration, which sounded important because it contained three abstract nouns. In practical terms, I wrote software connecting old government databases to slightly newer government databases. The old systems had been designed by people who were now retired or dead. The newer systems had been designed by committees who wished they were.
Our current project was called the National Payments Modernisation Initiative. The government wanted all domestic payments to move through a unified digital platform. Officially, this would make payments faster, cheaper, and safer. Unofficially, it would make them visible.
I reached my desk at eight forty-seven. My official starting time was nine, but private-sector employees were expected to arrive early enough to prove they were ambitious and remain late enough to prove they had nowhere better to be.
My colleague Tomas was already there. He sat opposite me with two computer monitors, three empty coffee cups, and the posture of a man being slowly folded by capitalism.
“You’re late,” he said.
“I’m early.”
“You’re later than me.”
“That isn’t the same thing.”
“It is in software.”
Tomas turned one of his monitors towards me. A new project request had appeared in the development queue overnight. DOMESTIC LIQUIDITY PRESERVATION — PHASE TWO
I stared at the title. My father’s ministry briefing used the same phrase. “Where did this come from?”
“Priority delivery from the Ministry of Finance.”
“What does it do?”
“Read the requirements.”
The document was marked confidential, which at Novalytic meant that everyone had received it by email. I opened it. The first section concerned foreign transfers. The payment platform would be modified to delay cross-border transactions above a specified threshold until the sender provided an approved purpose code.
Medical treatment. Education. Registered business activity. Government-authorised travel. Family support, subject to quarterly limits.
The second section concerned digital assets. I read it twice. Licensed financial institutions would be required to flag transfers to cryptocurrency exchanges. Transactions above five hundred crowns would require enhanced verification. Transfers above two thousand would be suspended pending review. A later phase would introduce “temporary restrictions on conversion from national currency into decentralised digital assets during periods of market instability.”
Temporary restrictions. My father’s favourite species of restriction.
Tomas watched my face. “You look as though someone cancelled your religion.”
“I don’t have a religion.”
“You have Bitcoin.”
“That is software.”
“You speak about it with moral certainty.”
“I speak about databases with moral certainty too.”
“No, you speak about databases with contempt.”
“That’s because I understand them.”
I scrolled farther. The government also wanted geolocation checks. A large cross-border transfer initiated while the account holder was outside Ardania could be automatically delayed for additional verification.
“What is the justification?”
“Capital flight.”
“So if somebody travels abroad and tries to send his own money somewhere else, the system assumes he may be escaping with it?”
“Temporarily assumes.”
“You sound like my father.”
“Is he hiring?”
Tomas took a coffee from the machine beside his desk. The coffee was free, which was useful because it tasted as though charging for it might involve legal liability.
“You knew this was coming,” he said.
“I knew controls were getting tighter. I didn’t know we were building the cage.”
“We aren’t building a cage.”
“We’re adding software to stop people moving their money.”
“We’re implementing what the ministry asked for.”
“That is the sentence people use when they don’t want to complete the moral portion of the form.”
Tomas drank his coffee. “My moral portion has a mortgage.”
He had bought a small house outside the city six years earlier, when buying a house still required only debt rather than ancestry.
“You think this will work?” I asked.
“What?”
“The controls.”
“For stopping transfers?”
“For stopping the country from falling apart.”
“That isn’t in the project specification.”
Our team leader, Petra, called us into the conference room at nine thirty. The room was named Innovation, although nothing innovative had ever occurred there. The other conference rooms were called Collaboration, Vision, and Integrity. Integrity was generally unavailable.
Petra stood beside the screen. She was forty-two, efficient, and permanently disappointed by the speed at which other people understood things. “This project is now our top priority,” she said. “The ministry wants the first release deployed within ten working days.”
Someone at the end of the table laughed. Petra did not. “Sorry,” the man said.
“The required changes are politically sensitive. We will therefore refer to them internally as customer protection enhancements.”
“What are we protecting customers from?” I asked.
Petra looked at me. “Unauthorised financial activity.”
“By whom?”
“Customers.” Nobody laughed this time.
She clicked to the next slide. A diagram showed money moving from an Ardanian bank account towards foreign banks, cryptocurrency exchanges, and payment applications. Large red barriers blocked each route. “This system will reduce unlawful capital leakage and protect national financial stability.”
“Are the transfers unlawful now,” I asked, “or do they become unlawful once we stop them?”
Petra paused. “Legal interpretation is outside our remit.”
“Convenient.”
“Harry.”
“Yes?”
“Do you have a technical objection?”
“Several.”
“Good. Send them to me after the meeting.”
“I also have a non-technical objection.”
“Keep that one.”
She moved to the next slide. The platform would assign risk scores to customers based on attempted transaction patterns. A citizen repeatedly trying to send money abroad, purchasing Bitcoin, or making unusually frequent cash withdrawals could receive a higher score.
“What happens when the score rises?” Tomas asked.
“Enhanced monitoring.”
“And after that?”
“Potential account limitations.”
“Based on what law?” I asked.
“The enabling legislation is expected next week.”
“So we’re writing the software before Parliament votes?”
“The ministry wants to avoid implementation delays.”
“Suppose Parliament rejects it?”
Petra looked around the room. Nobody said anything. “That scenario is not included in the project plan,” she said.
The meeting continued. There would be restricted access to documents, daily coordination with the ministry, and the possibility of evening or weekend work if deadlines slipped.
Senior management had agreed that overtime would be compensated partly in Civic Credits. This produced the strongest reaction of the morning.
One developer asked whether Civic Credits could be used to pay his mortgage. Another asked whether they could be exchanged for euros. A third wanted to know whether they could be used to purchase alcohol. Petra promised to circulate a list of approved merchants.
The project was morally acceptable until it threatened the weekend. Then resistance became organised.
After the meeting, I returned to my desk and opened my Bitcoin wallet. I did not keep the coins on my work computer. I was not an idiot. The application showed only a watch-only version of the wallet, enough to display balances and transactions without the private keys.
The number was still there. 0.74.
The government could see that I transferred money to a licensed exchange each month. It did not know what happened after I withdrew the bitcoin to my own wallet. Not yet.
I imagined the risk-scoring system processing my account. Regular transfers to a cryptocurrency exchange. Foreign technology subscriptions. Repeated searches for jobs in Costa Verde. An unmarried girlfriend who had once purchased a Gallian train ticket using my bank card. I was either preparing to emigrate or planning the world’s least ambitious coup.
I opened the employment website I had been browsing for several weeks. Costa Verde had dozens of software positions. More every month. A growing number of payment companies, software developers, exchanges, and international technology firms had been moving regional operations there, attracted by simpler regulation, open capital markets, and a government that seemed unusually pleased when businesses arrived rather than treating them as taxable livestock.
Some jobs were local. Others were remote roles for companies in North America, Europe, and Asia. Salaries were usually quoted in dollars, bitcoin, or both.
One advertisement caught my attention. BACK-END DEVELOPER — DISTRIBUTED PAYMENT SYSTEMS, SENDA SYSTEMS
Remote within Costa Verde Salary payable in USD, BTC, or any combination selected by employee. No mandatory capital-retention scheme. The final line was probably aimed at Ardanians.
Costa Verde was a small country on the southern coast of another continent. It had mountains inland, tropical beaches, unreliable buses, and a reputation for electing presidents who enjoyed making announcements on social media.
Unlike Ardania, Costa Verde had no central bank. This had once been considered a sign of backwardness. After several neighbouring governments destroyed their currencies, it began to look like foresight. Costa Verde used foreign currencies, Bitcoin, and whatever else two consenting people were willing to accept.
Banks could operate there, but they could not create money under the protection of a national lender of last resort. This meant banks occasionally failed. It also meant they behaved as though failure were possible.
The government had made Bitcoin legal tender several years earlier. It had removed taxes on long-term Bitcoin gains and welcomed technology firms, remote workers, and investors willing to establish residency.
Critics called the country an experiment. From Ardania, everything that worked without permission was called an experiment.
I saved the job advertisement. Then I looked at the salary. Even the bottom of the range was nearly twice what I earned. The cost of living in Costa Verde was lower. Houses outside the capital were affordable. Capital could enter and leave freely. There were no Civic Credits, no foreign-transfer purpose codes, and no official national basket proving that beef had not become more expensive. It sounded almost suspiciously simple.
Instead of asking how to grow the pie, our government kept obsessing over how the state could take a bigger slice. The irony, of course, was that the pie kept shrinking.
I opened a new document and began updating my résumé. At eleven twenty, an email arrived from Human Resources. SUBJECT: BUILDING NATIONAL RESILIENCE TOGETHER
The company was proud to support the government’s response to current economic challenges. Employees were reminded that publicly criticising client projects could violate confidentiality obligations. Staff were encouraged to avoid spreading unverified or defeatist information. A voluntary declaration would be circulated, allowing employees to affirm their commitment to Ardanian financial stability.
I forwarded it to my private email account. Then I deleted the forwarding record. I was not sure whether this was paranoia. Paranoia was becoming difficult to distinguish from preparation.
At lunch, Tomas and I walked to the sandwich shop across the street.
The owner had placed a sign beside the till: CIVIC CREDITS ACCEPTED HERE
Beneath it, handwritten: EXCEPT FOR IMPORTED CHEESE
“Why not imported cheese?” Tomas asked.
The owner shrugged. “I can accept the credits. My supplier won’t.” This was the entire Ardanian economy explained in nine words.
I ordered soup. The price had risen since Friday. “Transport disruption?” I asked.
“Seasonal volatility,” the owner said. He had apparently read the same ministry statement as my mother.
Tomas and I sat beside the window. “Are you seriously thinking of leaving?” he asked.
I looked at him. “Why do you ask?”
“You’ve had Costa Verde job listings open for three weeks.”
“You can see my screen?”
“It reflects in the window.”
I glanced behind me. The office building’s mirrored glass displayed most of our desks to anyone standing at the correct angle.
“Excellent security.”
“I’m not reporting you.”
“I didn’t think you were.”
“You looked as though you did.”
“I’m developing the Ardania face.”
“What is that?”
“Distrustful compliance.”
He ate half his sandwich. “My wife wants to leave too.”
“Where?”
“Gallia.”
“Would you find work?”
“Probably.”
“Then why haven’t you gone?”
“My parents are here. Her parents are here. The house is here.”
“The mortgage is here.”
“That too.”
“So you stay because of your life.”
He looked towards the government buildings in the distance. “Yes.”
“That’s how they know they can tighten the controls.”
“Who is they?”
“The people tightening them.”
“You’re starting to sound like MonetaryWolf.”
“He has good charts.”
“He has a wolf for a face.”
“It’s a logo.”
Tomas smiled. “You could leave more easily than I could.”
“I have a family too.”
“You don’t have children.”
“I have parents, brothers, and a brother’s wife living in my parents’ basement.”
“That sounds less like a family and more like a housing policy.”
“It’s both.”
He finished his sandwich. “If you wait until everyone agrees, you’ll never leave.”
I knew he was right. That was inconvenient, because I preferred truths that supported my existing position.
By six thirty, most of the office was still occupied. This was normal at Novalytic. We measured productivity through physical endurance.
Tomas was testing transaction filters. Petra was on a video call with the ministry. Two junior developers were debating whether a transfer to a foreign funeral home qualified as family support or medical expenditure.
I had completed my assigned code review and applied for the Senda Systems job. I did it from my phone using mobile data, because I still retained some standards. The application form asked whether I was legally able to work in Costa Verde.
I selected: No, but willing to relocate.
It asked whether I had experience with distributed financial systems. Yes.
It asked whether I understood Bitcoin infrastructure. Yes.
It did not ask whether I owned one full bitcoin. Employers had not yet become that cruel.
Sophie messaged me at six forty-one. Still working?
I replied: Still preserving national liquidity.
She wrote: Does it feel preserved?
I looked around the office. It feels supervised.
We agreed to meet at a café near the river.
At seven fifteen, Petra announced that everyone could leave. She phrased it as though issuing a pardon.
The café was called The Anchor. It had no relationship with the sea and was located beside a tram line, but the walls were decorated with fishing nets, wooden oars, and photographs of boats. Ardanians liked themed cafés because reality was becoming repetitive.
Sophie was already seated near the window. She had changed from her work clothes into jeans and a dark sweater. A folder lay on the table beside her.
“What’s that?” I asked.
“A surprise.”
“Good surprise?”
“Administrative surprise.”
“That isn’t a good category.”
I sat opposite her. She slid the folder towards me. Inside were printouts about Costa Verde. Residency rules. Apartment prices. Health insurance. Visa requirements. A map of the capital.
I looked up. “You’ve been researching.”
“You aren’t the only one capable of using the internet.”
“I didn’t say I was.”
“You behave as though reading three anonymous men on a forum constitutes a profession.”
“One of them is an engineer.”
“One has a cartoon frog for a face.”
“It’s a cultural symbol.”
“It is wearing sunglasses.”
The waiter arrived. Sophie ordered wine. I ordered beer. The waiter asked whether we were paying in crowns or Civic Credits. “Crowns,” we said together.
He nodded approvingly. Even businesses accepting Civic Credits preferred not to receive them.
“You’re serious,” I said when he left.
“About Costa Verde?”
“Yes.”
“I’ve been serious for weeks.”
“You said we were only discussing it.”
“We were. Then you announced it to your entire family over stew.”
“I was trying to make them understand.”
“You were trying to make your father admit that the country is in trouble.”
“That too.”
“He still thinks everything is temporary.”
“Yes.”
“So I assume the tisane failed.”
“A complete failure.”
I examined the map. Costa Verde’s capital, Puerto Alba, curved around a bay. The centre looked dense and chaotic. Beyond it, smaller towns followed the coast.
Sophie pointed to one. “Santa Elena. Twenty minutes from the capital. Apartments cost less than half what they do here.”
“Why?”
“Because Costa Verde has built more than twelve of them.”
“Are they affordable?”
“Actually affordable, not Ardanian affordable.”
“What’s the difference?”
“You can buy one without wealthy parents and a view of an incinerator.”
The waiter brought our drinks. I took a long sip. “I applied for a job today.”
Sophie stopped. “What job?”
“Software development. Payment systems. Senda Systems. Based in Costa Verde, partly remote.”
“You applied?”
“Yes.”
“Without telling me?”
“I’m telling you now.”
“After applying.”
“That is how time works.”
She stared at me for several seconds. I placed my beer down. “You’re angry.”
“I’m deciding.”
“About whether to be angry?”
“About how angry.”
“I thought you wanted to go.”
“I do. I also want us to make decisions together.”
“It was only an application.”
“That is what people say immediately before the interview.”
“I may not get an interview.”
“You will.”
“You sound confident.”
“You are very good at what you do.”
This was inconveniently kind. I reached across the table and took her hand. “I’m sorry.”
“You should be.”
“I should have told you.”
“Yes.”
“I was afraid that if I talked about it first, I would find another reason not to do it.”
Her expression softened. “That is almost acceptable.”
“I can withdraw the application.”
“No.”
“Then it is acceptable.”
“Almost.”
She squeezed my fingers. “If they offer you the job, we go.”
“Just like that?”
“Not just like that. We obtain visas, find somewhere to live, and determine whether tropical insects can kill us.”
“Most can’t.”
“That isn’t reassuring.”
“You’d really come?”
“Of course.”
“You have your job here.”
“I can find another job.”
“Your friends.”
“I can make new friends.”
I hesitated. Sophie’s situation was different from mine in one important respect. She was an only child. Her mother had died when Sophie was twenty-three, her father three years later. There were cousins and an aunt she saw occasionally, but no parents waiting for Sunday lunch, no brothers in basements, no family house containing half her adult life. My family had become, gradually and without anyone announcing it, hers as well.
She looked down at our hands. “I love you. I intend to marry you. If we build a life somewhere else, I will come with you.”
“I don’t want you to sacrifice everything.”
“I’m not sacrificing everything. I’m choosing you.”
There were moments when Sophie spoke with such directness that I felt less intelligent for having required the explanation.
“I’m still not comfortable leaving my family behind.”
She released my hand and sat back. “That is a different problem.”
“They need to come.”
“They need to decide.”
“My father won’t.”
“No.”
“My mother might.”
Sophie nodded. “Your mother could be convinced.”
“And then?”
“She convinces your father.”
I smiled. “You make it sound simple.”
“No. I make it sound possible.”
“Irv wants children. He should understand that they won’t have a future here.”
“Irv also works for a bank, lives in a basement, and believes next year may improve. Hope has become his most valuable asset.”
“Madeleine will refuse.”
“Probably.”
“She thinks leaving is selfish.”
“She thinks most things involving private decisions are selfish.”
“Malcolm would come.”
“Absolutely.”
“He’d leave tomorrow if Costa Verde guaranteed affordable beer and functioning internet.”
“That leaves Dad.”
Sophie drank some wine. “You keep treating your father as though he needs better information.”
“He does.”
“No. He has information. He works at the ministry.”
“He sees each restriction separately.”
“He chooses to.”
“He believes the system can correct itself. He has spent his entire adult life inside it. Admitting the system is failing would mean admitting that he helped maintain it.”
“That isn’t fair.”
“I didn’t say he caused the problem.”
“He’s a decent man.”
“I know.”
“He follows the rules.”
“I know.”
“He believes institutions matter.”
“So do I,” Sophie said. “The difference is that institutions are supposed to serve people. Your father sometimes speaks as though people exist to support institutions.”
I looked out the window. The tram passed, full of Monday-evening commuters staring at their phones. Behind it stood the Ministry of Finance, illuminated against the darkening sky.
“I feel as though we’re sitting on the Titanic,” I said.
“First class or steerage?”
“Somewhere near the engine room.”
“That sounds hot.”
“We know the ship is sinking, but we still get up every morning and report for work.”
“You are writing software for the iceberg.”
“That’s unfair.”
“Is it inaccurate?”
I took another sip. “No.”
She leaned forward. “The problem with the Titanic comparison is that everyone knows the Titanic sank.”
“We know Ardania is sinking.”
“We suspect.”
“Look at the currency. The debt. The pension obligations. The banks. The capital controls.”
“I know.”
“It’s a Ponzi scheme.”
“Careful. Your father may hear you from here.”
“The entire system depends on new debt entering faster than old promises come due. They can’t taper it. They can’t gradually stop printing, borrowing, and expanding credit because the moment they do, everything dependent on it collapses.”
Sophie moved the candle slightly so she could see my face. “That is the part your father refuses to accept.”
“He thinks the government can reduce the deficit slowly.”
“Can it?”
“No.”
“Can it raise taxes?”
“They already are.”
“Cut pensions?”
“Politically impossible.”
“Cut public salaries?”
“My father would become revolutionary.”
“Stop subsidising the banks?”
“The banks would fail.”
“Let property prices fall?”
“Half the country would discover it was never wealthy.”
“Then what can they do?”
“Print, borrow, control, and blame.”
She lifted her glass. “A compelling programme.”
“It works for a while.”
“So does rearranging chairs on a ship.”
“That is a different Titanic metaphor.”
“I’m expanding the franchise.”
I smiled despite myself. This was why I wanted Sophie beside me. She did not make bad news disappear. She prevented it from becoming unbearable.
I opened the Costa Verde documents. “Look at this. No central bank.”
“I read that.”
“They use the dollar, Bitcoin, and several regional currencies.”
“Doesn’t that make things chaotic?”
“Yes.”
“And that appeals to you?”
“It makes monetary policy harder to manipulate.”
“It also makes buying groceries sound like foreign-exchange trading.”
“Most shops display prices in dollars.”
“And Bitcoin?”
“Accepted almost everywhere in the cities.”
“Almost?”
“Some older merchants prefer cash.”
“I already like the older merchants.”
“There are no restrictions on sending money abroad. No capital gains tax on Bitcoin. Open capital markets. Simple residency for skilled workers.”
“And unreliable buses.”
“Yes.”
“And tropical storms.”
“Yes.”
“And a president who posts policy announcements at two in the morning.”
“That is more transparent than our government. At least people know when he’s awake.”
She scanned the residency document. “Costa Verde isn’t perfect.”
“I don’t need perfect.”
“What do you need?”
“A country where the government cannot trap my salary inside the border.”
“That is a low standard.”
“Ardania has lowered my standards.”
She looked at the map again. “What happens if Bitcoin falls by half after we arrive?”
“We keep working.”
“What happens if you lose the job?”
“I find another.”
“What happens if Costa Verde changes its laws?”
“We reassess.”
“What happens if we have a baby before we can afford a house?”
I looked at her. She was watching me carefully. “We make room.”
“In an apartment?”
“Yes.”
“With unreliable buses?”
“The baby won’t drive.”
“That is true.”
“With tropical insects?”
“We buy nets.”
“With your parents living nearby?”
I hesitated. “That depends on whether I can convince them.”
“There it is.”
“What?”
“You are already planning their house.”
“They can’t stay here.”
“They may choose to.”
“I can show Dad the numbers.”
“He has seen numbers.”
“I can explain Bitcoin.”
“You have explained Bitcoin.”
“Not properly.”
“You explained it at dinner before dessert, and there wasn’t even dessert.”
“He thinks it’s speculation.”
“He thinks uncertainty is speculation. Government policy is merely planning.”
“I could show him how self-custody works. How twelve words can cross a border. How no bank can freeze it.”
“That may frighten him more than reassure him.”
“Why?”
“Because your father has spent his life believing that money should require permission. Permission means order.”
“Permission means someone can say no.”
“He believes responsible people will be told yes.”
“And if the definition of responsible changes?”
Sophie took a small sip of wine. “That is the question you should ask him.”
“I have.”
“No. You ask him whether the controls will get worse. He says they won’t. You ask whether temporary measures will become permanent. He says Parliament will review them. You argue about policy.”
“What should I ask?”
“What happens if the government decides your family is part of the problem?”
I stared at her. She continued. “Your father thinks the rules protect respectable people from criminals, speculators, and extremists. He has never imagined the label moving.”
“He works for the government.”
“That may protect him.”
“For how long?”
“Exactly.”
The waiter came to ask whether we wanted food. We ordered a plate of bread, cheese, and olives because the prices of the actual meals had been printed with alarming confidence.
Sophie waited until he left. “You won’t persuade your father with Bitcoin charts. You’ll persuade him when he sees that obedience no longer guarantees safety.”
“I don’t want to wait for that.”
“Neither do I.”
“Then what?”
“We prepare.”
“I’m already buying Bitcoin.”
“You are buying small amounts whenever life permits.”
“I have 0.74.”
Her eyebrows rose.
“You told me 0.71.”
“It went up.”
“The amount doesn’t increase when the price rises.”
“I bought more.”
“When?”
“Last month.”
“How much?”
“Not much.” She continued looking at me. “Fifty crowns.”
“That brings you from 0.71 to 0.74?”
“There were other purchases.”
“How many?”
“Several.”
“Harry.”
“Fine. I had 0.737 before.”
“That is not the same as 0.71.”
“I rounded.”
“You rounded down by enough to make yourself sound poorer?”
“I didn’t want you to think I was obsessive.”
She laughed. “You check the price while brushing your teeth.”
“That is efficient.”
“How much would one whole bitcoin cost now?”
“Too much.”
“That isn’t a number.”
“More than I can save before the government restricts purchases.”
“Could you buy it after moving?”
“Yes.”
“Then stop treating one bitcoin like a boarding pass.”
I looked down at the map. “It isn’t only the amount. A whole coin means I did something in time.”
“You recognised Bitcoin earlier than most people.”
“And still didn’t buy enough.”
“You had expenses. Your computer died. You have a girlfriend who enjoys wine in themed cafés.”
“One of those is unusually expensive.”
“The wine?”
“The computer.”
She smiled. “You are allowed to leave Ardania with 0.74 bitcoin.”
“Technically.”
“You are allowed to marry me with 0.74 bitcoin.”
“I had hoped to wait until one.”
Her hand stopped halfway to the bread. “What?”
“I didn’t mean…”
“You were waiting to propose until you owned one bitcoin?”
“Not exactly.”
“How exactly?”
“I thought it would represent security.”
“Harry, Bitcoin rose faster than your proposal.”
“That is unfair.”
“It is mathematically precise.”
“I wanted to be able to provide.”
“You have a good job.”
“In a shrinking country.”
“You have savings.”
“Not enough.”
“You have a family home.”
“Which belongs to my parents.”
“You have me.”
“That isn’t an asset.”
“Good answer.”
I took her hand again. “I don’t want to ask you to marry me and then move you into my childhood bedroom.”
“You already move me into it overnight sometimes.”
“That is different.”
“Because your father doesn’t know?”
“Partly.”
She squeezed my hand. “I don’t need you to own one bitcoin before we begin our life.”
“I know.”
“Do you?”
“I’m learning.”
“And I don’t need the perfect house.”
“I know.”
“I need a man who makes decisions with me before submitting applications.”
“I apologised.”
“I’m preserving the lesson.”
The food arrived. The cheese portion was smaller than expected, which was becoming the national culinary style. We ate in silence for a moment. “Suppose I get the interview,” I said.
“You take it.”
“Suppose I get the job.”
“We go.”
“Suppose my family refuses.”
“We go.”
I looked at her. She did not look away.
“You said you’d help me convince them.”
“I will.”
“But if they still refuse?”
“We cannot remain on the Titanic because your father thinks the water is temporary.”
The line should have sounded cruel. It didn’t. It sounded like a boundary.
“I don’t know whether I can do that.”
“Yes, you do.”
“No.”
“You can leave without abandoning them.”
“How?”
“We establish ourselves in Costa Verde. We find housing. We learn the system. We prepare a place for them. We keep the route open.”
“And if the borders close?”
“Then we convince them before they do.”
“That sounds contradictory.”
“It is a plan with two stages.”
“I prefer one stage.”
“You are a software developer. You never deploy everything in one stage.”
“That is because management changes the requirements.”
“Your family is management.”
“My father is management. Malcolm is an undocumented feature.”
“And Madeleine is a compliance warning.”
“Irv is legacy infrastructure.”
“Helen?”
“System administrator.”
Sophie smiled. “And me?”
“Essential dependency.”
“That sounds romantic in your language.”
“It is.”
We finished the cheese. Outside, the street had grown quieter. A bank across the road displayed a bright advertisement for its new National Prosperity Savings Account. The interest rate was five percent. Official inflation was seven. Actual inflation was something the bank preferred not to display in the window.
“Look at that,” I said.
Sophie followed my gaze. “Five percent.”
“You lose money more slowly.”
“Premium customers receive six.”
“Luxury decline.”
I looked at the bank, then at the folder between us. “We should start learning the seed phrase.”
“Which seed phrase?”
“For my wallet.”
She lowered her voice instinctively. “You want to tell me?”
“I want us both to know all twelve words.”
“Isn’t writing it down safer?”
“It is written down. On metal. Stored securely.”
“Where?”
“I’m not going to say that in a café.”
“But you’ll teach me the words?”
“Not here.”
“Good.”
“If we ever have to cross a border with nothing, the bitcoin can come with us.”
“In our heads.”
“Yes.”
“What if we forget?”
“We practise.”
“What if one of us remembers a word incorrectly?”
“We verify periodically.”
“And both of us learn the whole phrase?”
“Yes. Splitting it would only give us two incomplete backups.”
She nodded. “That makes sense.”
“If things ever became bad enough that carrying the metal backup itself was a risk, we could destroy it after we were certain we both knew the phrase.”
That sounded extreme even to me. Sophie did not laugh. Money changes relationships. So does imagining borders.
“All right,” she said.
“All right?”
“I’ll learn it.”
“You don’t have to decide now.”
“You have spent the entire evening explaining that delay is the problem.”
“Fair.”
She closed the Costa Verde folder. “We prepare. You pursue the job. I look for work. We research visas. We begin putting documents together.”
“And my family?”
“We talk to your mother first.”
“Not Dad?”
“Your mother understands danger before it has a department name.”
“That is true.”
“And if she believes you?”
“She can work on Dad.”
“Exactly.”
“Then Malcolm.”
“Malcolm doesn’t require persuasion.”
“No. But he’ll ask questions nobody else wants to ask.”
“He’ll also tell Irv.”
“Good.”
“And Madeleine.”
“Eventually.”
“You don’t like her.”
“I like her more than you think. I simply don’t expect her to come.”
“Irv won’t leave without her.”
“Then Irv may stay.”
I hated hearing it said aloud. Sophie saw this.
“We are not there yet,” she said gently.
“No.”
“But we may get there.”
The waiter brought the bill. A small discount was offered for payment in crowns. Apparently the café had discovered that a currency you could spend anywhere was worth more than one you could spend only where the government approved. We paid in crowns.
Outside, the night air was cold. Sophie slipped her arm through mine as we walked towards the tram. Across the river, the ministry buildings glowed in disciplined rows. Each window represented someone working late to preserve a system that required increasing amounts of preservation.
My father would be home by now. Whatever he had learned at the ministry that morning, he would be turning it over carefully, separating alarming details from the reassuring explanations attached to them.
Perhaps the explanations were right. Ships did not sink the moment they struck the iceberg. For a while, the lights remained on. Dinner continued. The musicians played. People returned to their cabins and complained about the inconvenience. The disaster arrived gradually, then all at once.
Sophie tightened her grip on my arm. “What are you thinking?”
“That we need to move faster.”
“I agree.”
“And that I’m going to reach one bitcoin.”
She groaned. “Harry.”
“Eventually.”
“After the wedding.”
“Before would be preferable.”
She stopped walking. I took two more steps before realising she was no longer beside me. When I turned, she was standing beneath a streetlight with her arms folded. “What?” I asked.
“Did you just mention a wedding?”
“I thought we had established that we intend to marry.”
“Intentions are pleasant. They don’t require catering.”
“That sounds like my mother.”
“She is a wise woman.”
The tram doors opened. It was still crowded with Monday-evening commuters, although enough people got off that we found two seats together. As the tram moved through Central City, I watched the government buildings recede behind us.
In my pocket, my phone vibrated. An email notification. SENDA SYSTEMS — APPLICATION RECEIVED Costa Verde.
I turned the screen towards Sophie. She read it, then rested her head against my shoulder. Neither of us said anything. For the first time, leaving Ardania no longer felt like an argument. It felt like a process already underway.
Chapter Four
Necessary Measures
Two days earlier, on Saturday morning, my telephone woke me at six seventeen. This was unnecessary, as I had already been awake since five fifty-two.
I had spent most of the night pretending not to think about the message from the ministry. This required considerable concentration. Each time I succeeded in not thinking about it, I noticed the success and began thinking about it again.
Beside me, Helen opened one eye. “Is the country still there?”
“As far as I know.”
“Then turn that off.”
The telephone vibrated a second time on the bedside table. Government devices were designed to produce a vibration strong enough to cross furniture and enter the bones. Presumably, this prevented civil servants from claiming they had slept through a national emergency.
I picked it up. MANDATORY DIRECTORATE BRIEFING, REVISED TIME: 08:00 TODAY
LOCATION: MINISTRY ANNEX, CONFERENCE LEVEL B
ATTENDANCE IN PERSON. PERSONAL DEVICES PROHIBITED. CONFIDENTIALITY PROVISIONS APPLY.
Helen had closed her eye again.
“They’ve moved it to eight,” I said.
“Mmm.”
“Today.”
“I understood the first time.”
“That gives me less than two hours.”
“It gives you one hour and forty-three minutes.”
I looked at the clock. She still had her eyes closed. “How did you know that?”
“I’m married to you.”
This did not answer the question, but it did make further discussion unlikely to improve matters. I got out of bed. Saturday ministry meetings were rare. Saturday meetings in Conference Level B were rarer.
The annex had four public floors and three secure ones. Level B was underground, although the ministry referred to it as a lower-access administrative environment. Government buildings did not have basements. They had environments.
I showered, shaved, and selected a dark suit.
Helen got out of bed as I was fastening my tie. “You’re wearing the funeral suit.”
“It is not a funeral suit.”
“You wore it to both your parents’ funerals.”
“I also wore it to Irv’s wedding.”
“Then it has covered the full range of important family occasions.”
I looked at her in the mirror. She smiled and handed me the correct tie. The one I had chosen was apparently navy. The one she gave me was also navy, but suitable.
“What is the meeting about?” she asked.
“Domestic liquidity.”
“That sounds like plumbing.”
“It concerns the financial system.”
“Then plumbing may be easier.”
I put the first tie back in the wardrobe. “There may be additional controls.”
“What sort?”
“I don’t know.”
“Are you allowed to tell me?”
“I haven’t been told anything yet.”
“That has never stopped the government issuing a confidentiality agreement.”
I turned. “How do you know there will be one?”
“Because whenever people have nothing to say, they say it confidentially.”
Helen went downstairs. I followed five minutes later and found coffee waiting beside a plate containing two pieces of toast. “You should eat,” she said.
“I’m not hungry.”
“You will be at eleven.”
“The meeting may finish before then.”
She spread butter on one piece and pushed it towards me. “You said that about the pension reform seminar.”
“That was scheduled for three hours.”
“It lasted seven.”
“The minister attended.”
“And spoke for two.”
“He had important context to provide.”
“He had slides.”
I ate the toast.
Harry’s bedroom door remained closed. Malcolm’s was also closed, though music had been playing from behind it at one thirty in the morning. The basement was silent.
The house contained six adults, and only one of them was awake voluntarily. I finished my coffee.
As I put on my coat, Helen said: “Henry.”
“Yes?”
“If they tell you not to worry, worry.”
“Why would they tell us not to worry?”
“Exactly.”
Central City was nearly empty on Saturday morning. The tram arrived on time, which was reassuring until I remembered that nobody was using it.
I sat beside the window and watched shuttered shops pass. Several had begun displaying the blue circular sign indicating that they accepted Civic Credits.
One café had placed the sign beside another notice: CIVIC CREDITS ACCEPTED FOR DOMESTIC PRODUCTS ONLY Beneath it, someone had added in pen: COFFEE IS NOT DOMESTIC
The government had introduced Civic Credits to keep spending inside Ardania. Unfortunately, Ardania did not grow coffee, manufacture smartphones, refine much fuel, or produce several medicines people preferred not to replace with patriotism. The policy remained sound in principle. Most policies did.
The ministry annex stood behind the main Finance building, an austere grey structure completed nine years earlier and already requiring repairs. A temporary barrier had been erected outside the entrance. Two security officers checked my identification before allowing me inside.
One of them inspected my ministry telephone. “You’ll have to leave that.”
“The message said personal devices.”
“All devices.”
“This is a government-issued telephone.”
“Especially those.”
He placed it in a numbered security pouch. I received a plastic token marked 147. “What happens if I lose this?”
“You complete Form S-19.”
“Where do I obtain the form?”
“From the device recovery office.”
“Which requires the token?”
He looked at me. “I don’t make the rules.” This was the most widely spoken sentence in Ardania.
I took the lift to Level B. The lift panel contained buttons for floors one through seven, followed by A, B, and C. There was no ground-floor button because the ground floor was labelled Reception.
The doors opened onto a corridor brighter than daylight. Conference Room B-4 had no windows and twenty-eight chairs arranged around a long table. Coffee had been provided in metal flasks. The cups were small enough to discourage dependency.
I recognised several officials from the Ministry of Finance. There were representatives from the Ardanian Reserve Bank, two lawyers from the Attorney General’s Office, three executives from commercial banks, and a woman from the National Security Directorate whose name badge identified her only as S. Davor. Either her first name was classified or her mother had been unusually economical.
At the head of the table sat Deputy Minister Pavel Dravik, a narrow man with silver hair and an expression suggesting that every room he entered had disappointed him personally.
Beside him was Governor Alena Kors of the Reserve Bank. I had met her twice. She possessed the calm of a person accustomed to making decisions whose consequences would eventually reach people she would never meet. I had always found the quality impressive, although that morning I found it slightly less reassuring than usual.
A younger analyst from my directorate sat near the end of the table. Her name was Nadia Petrova, though not the Nadia Petrova from International Accounts. The ministry employed three Nadia Petrovas, two Pavel Dvoraks, and enough people named Tomas to form a subcommittee.
Nadia nodded when I entered. I took the chair beside her. “Do you know what this is about?” I whispered.
“Necessary measures.”
“That is not an answer.”
“It was the answer I was given.”
Deputy Minister Dravik checked his watch. At precisely eight, the doors were closed. “Good morning,” he said. “Thank you for attending at short notice.”
No one replied that we had not been given a choice. “As you are aware, Ardania is facing a period of heightened external and financial pressure.”
The screen behind him displayed a title: EMERGENCY PRESERVATION OF DOMESTIC LIQUIDITY, PHASE TWO
There were no images of frightened citizens, falling currency charts, or Vaskian tanks. Government presentations about emergencies favoured blue backgrounds and rounded arrows.
“The measures we will discuss today are precautionary,” Dravik continued. “They are proportionate, temporary, and designed to preserve normal economic life.”
Nadia wrote something on her notepad. I glanced down. If life were normal, would we be underground on Saturday? I looked away before she noticed me reading.
Governor Kors began the presentation. “Let me be clear. The Ardanian banking system remains stable, well-capitalised, and liquid.”
The first slide showed that the Reserve Bank had provided emergency liquidity to five major banks during the previous ten days.
“This support,” she continued, “should not be understood as evidence of weakness.”
I read the figures again. Five banks had received enough emergency liquidity that the support seemed substantial, but central banks existed partly for precisely such situations. That was what I told myself.
“The principal threat,” Governor Kors said, “is not domestic solvency. It is externally induced loss of confidence.”
This was an important distinction. If a bank lacked money, that was insolvency. If people believed it lacked money and began removing deposits, that was confidence. Unfortunately, the practical distinction became less visible while standing in front of an empty cash machine.
The next slide showed foreign-currency reserves falling. Governor Kors explained that wealthy citizens and corporations had accelerated transfers abroad. Importers were prepaying foreign suppliers. Families were sending money to children studying outside Ardania. Investors were converting crowns into euros, dollars, and Bitcoin.
“All individually understandable actions,” she said, “but collectively destabilising.”
One of the commercial bankers raised his hand. “You’re describing rational behaviour.”
“I’m describing behaviour that becomes irrational when everyone engages in it simultaneously.”
Several people nodded. I was not entirely satisfied with this explanation. If leaving a crowded building was rational for one person, it did not become irrational because everyone else wished to leave too. However, no one had said the building was on fire.
Governor Kors clicked to the next slide. LIQUIDITY PRESERVATION MEASURE 2.1
The existing threshold for automatic review of foreign transfers would be reduced from ten thousand crowns to three thousand. Transfers above that amount would not be prohibited. They would be subject to a protective pause of up to five working days.
The phrase appeared in green. PROTECTIVE PAUSE
A banker from Union Ardanienne leaned towards his microphone. “What happens if the transfer is time-sensitive?”
“The customer may submit documentation supporting urgent processing.”
“What documentation?”
“Invoice, contract, medical certificate, tuition demand, or evidence of other approved purpose.”
“And who approves the purpose?”
“The originating bank, initially.”
“Initially?”
Governor Kors moved to the next slide. A central review office would later ensure consistent interpretation across institutions.
Nadia raised her hand. “Would ordinary family support qualify?”
“Yes,” Governor Kors said. “Within the quarterly allowance.”
“And beyond it?”
“Additional support may be approved in exceptional circumstances.”
“Who defines exceptional?”
“The review office.”
The answer appeared to satisfy the room, if not Nadia.
Deputy Minister Dravik intervened. “We should avoid language suggesting that citizens require permission to send money abroad.” Several people looked at the slide. He continued. “They retain the right to transfer funds. We are merely introducing a process to ensure those transfers do not undermine collective stability.”
The Attorney General’s representative made a note.
“What term should banks use with customers?” one executive asked.
“Enhanced transfer confirmation,” Dravik said.
Nadia wrote something else. This time I caught only the first word before deliberately looking away. Permission. I could imagine the rest.
The next measure concerned cash. Withdrawals above one thousand crowns per day would be discouraged. Withdrawals above five thousand would require twenty-four hours’ notice. Banks could temporarily limit branch withdrawals if local demand threatened operational continuity.
“Would this be a legal limit?” I asked.
Deputy Minister Dravik looked towards me.
“Not initially.”
“So banks would impose it voluntarily?”
“They would apply prudent liquidity management.”
“And if a bank declined?”
Governor Kors answered. “The Reserve Bank would review its access to emergency facilities.”
That clarified the voluntary nature of the arrangement.
A representative from National Commerce Bank raised an objection. “If customers hear there are withdrawal limits, they will withdraw cash.”
“Then do not describe them as limits,” Dravik said.
“What should we call them?”
“Fair-access provisions.” The banker wrote this down.
Nadia leaned towards me. “Do you think the cash will feel fairly accessed?”
I kept my eyes on the screen. The presentation moved to Bitcoin. This was the section I had expected to be most controversial. Instead, everyone sat straighter, as if Bitcoin were not money but a contagious skin condition.
The title appeared: DIGITAL ASSET MARKET STABILITY FRAMEWORK
Governor Kors folded her hands. “Let me begin by stating that the government is not proposing a ban on digital assets.”
A small movement passed through the room. It was the movement people made when reassured about something they had not realised was under consideration.
“Licensed cryptocurrency exchanges may continue operating. Citizens may continue purchasing and holding approved digital assets.”
One of the commercial bankers asked: “Which assets are approved?”
“Initially, Bitcoin and a limited number of high-liquidity assets traded through licensed platforms.”
“Why allow any purchases during a currency emergency?” someone from the Attorney General’s Office asked.
S. Davor from National Security spoke for the first time. “Because prohibition would push activity offshore.”
Her voice was low and precise. “We would lose visibility. Domestic exchanges provide identities, transaction records, and wallet-withdrawal information. Unlicensed channels do not.” Governor Kors nodded. “Our objective is not to eliminate the market. It is to keep the market observable.”
This was reasonable. In fact, much of the meeting was reasonable. That was what made it difficult.
Under the proposed rules, transfers to licensed cryptocurrency exchanges would remain permitted. Purchases below five hundred crowns per month would proceed normally. Larger amounts would require the customer to complete a Digital Asset Purpose Declaration. The form would ask whether the purchase was intended for long-term savings, investment, commercial settlement, personal transfer, or other approved activity.
I raised my hand. “What is an approved personal transfer?”
Governor Kors consulted a document. “Moving assets between wallets controlled by the same beneficial owner.”
“So self-custody remains permitted?”
“For now,” S. Davor said. Governor Kors glanced towards her. “Self-custody remains legal,” she corrected.
The distinction was small enough to pass unnoticed by several people. Not by me. “And withdrawals from exchanges?” I asked.
“Permitted,” the governor said. “Licensed exchanges will record destination wallet addresses and obtain confirmation that the customer controls the wallet.”
“Will customers have to prove control?”
“A signed-message procedure may be introduced later. Initially, a declaration will suffice.”
A banker at the far end frowned. “If people can buy Bitcoin and withdraw it, the capital leaves the banking system.”
“Not necessarily the country,” Governor Kors replied.
“It leaves the crown.”
“Yes.”
“Then why allow it?”
S. Davor answered. “Because a controlled exit is preferable to an invisible one.” She looked around the table. “A total prohibition would signal panic. It would increase demand, create black markets, and encourage citizens to move funds through foreign platforms. Licensed access allows us to monitor flows and identify unusual activity.”
“Define unusual,” Nadia said.
The national-security representative looked at her.
“Large purchases inconsistent with declared income. Repeated transfers to new wallets. Activity preceding foreign travel. Transactions involving sanctioned addresses. Sudden liquidation of domestic assets followed by digital-asset acquisition.”
My attention sharpened. “Property sales?” I asked.
“If someone sells a home and purchases Bitcoin, the source of funds is transparent,” Governor Kors said. “The bank and exchange may request the sale documents, but the transaction would not automatically be blocked.”
“Even if the entire proceeds were used?”
A few heads turned towards me. I realised the question sounded less theoretical than intended.
Governor Kors replied calmly. “Provided the seller has met tax obligations and complied with verification requirements, ownership of Bitcoin remains lawful.”
Deputy Minister Dravik added: “We are not confiscating citizens’ savings choices.”
Not yet, I thought. The thought arrived without invitation. I dismissed it. The purpose of the framework was to prevent anonymous transfers, money laundering, and sudden destabilising movements. A legitimate homeowner selling a legitimate house and buying Bitcoin through a legitimate exchange would be visible from beginning to end. Visibility meant accountability. Accountability meant order. I had spent thirty years believing that.
The next page concerned timing. Transfers to exchanges above two thousand crowns could be subject to a protective pause of seventy-two hours. Amounts above twenty-five thousand would require enhanced source-of-funds verification. There would be no monthly maximum at the initial stage. This surprised me.
One of the bank lawyers asked why. Governor Kors answered: “Because imposing a formal ceiling may be challenged as an expropriatory restriction.”
“Could one be introduced under emergency authority?”
The Attorney General’s representative said: “Probably.”
Nobody asked whether it would be.
The final digital-asset provision concerned communication. Government employees, bank employees, and licensed exchange staff would be instructed not to describe the framework publicly as a restriction on Bitcoin.
The preferred terminology was: ORDERLY DIGITAL-ASSET ACCESS
Nadia underlined the phrase three times. “Does that include public discussion by private citizens?” she asked.
S. Davor replied: “Citizens remain free to express opinions. Coordinated disinformation intended to trigger financial instability is a separate matter.”
“How do you distinguish opinion from disinformation?”
“Evidence, intent, and impact.”
“That sounds simple.”
“It is not intended to be simple.”
Nadia smiled faintly. “No. I suppose not.”
We took a fifteen-minute break after the second hour. Coffee had been replenished. Pastries had not.
I stood near the rear wall, rereading my notes. No single proposal seemed outrageous. Transfers were still permitted. Cash remained available. Bitcoin remained legal. Private wallets remained legal. Banks could delay transactions but not seize funds without authority. Citizens could travel. Businesses could import. Families could support children abroad. Everything remained possible. It had merely become slower, conditional, visible, and subject to forms.
Nadia appeared beside me holding a coffee. “What do you think?”
“I think the country is under pressure.”
“That wasn’t my question.”
“It is the relevant fact.”
“Is it?”
I turned towards her. “What do you mean?”
“The government says people are causing instability by moving capital.”
“They are contributing to it.”
“But why are they moving it?”
“Because they lack confidence.”
“And why do they lack confidence?”
“Vaskian troop movements, currency speculation, international uncertainty, and irresponsible commentary.”
“You forgot government policy.”
“I did not forget it. I don’t accept the premise.”
She drank her coffee. “You can ignore reality, but reality doesn’t become offended and leave. It waits.”
“That is a dramatic way to describe temporary financial measures.”
“It’s a dramatic Saturday.”
“You are young.”
“I’ve been told.”
“You haven’t seen a serious crisis before.”
“Neither have you.”
I felt myself stiffen. “I worked through the banking panic seventeen years ago.”
“And did they close the borders?”
“No one is closing the borders.”
“Did they monitor people buying foreign currency?”
“There were reporting requirements.”
“Did they score citizens according to whether they might leave?”
“That is not what we are doing.”
“Not yet.”
I looked at her. She had used the phrase I had rejected in my own thoughts. “Be careful,” I said.
“Of what?”
“Speculation.”
She nodded towards the conference table. “Apparently speculation is still legal through approved channels.”
I should have walked away. Instead, I remained beside her. “What do you think the government should do?”
“Stop pretending the crown is stronger than it is.”
“And cause a collapse?”
“Reality doesn’t ask whether acknowledging it is convenient.”
“The state has obligations. Pensions, salaries, healthcare, and defence.”
“Yes.”
“It cannot simply abandon them.”
“No.”
“Then it must preserve revenue and financial stability.”
She looked down at her cup. “I read a line last week. An American analyst said, ‘Their debt is your problem until you own Bitcoin. And then the moment you own Bitcoin, their debt is your greatest asset.’”
“I don’t see how government debt becomes an asset.”
“Because the government cannot repay it honestly. It has to issue more currency. The more debt it has, the stronger the incentive to debase the currency. Anyone holding scarce assets benefits.”
“That is a cynical interpretation.”
“Is it wrong?”
“The government can reduce borrowing.”
“Can it?”
“Yes.”
“Will it cut pensions?”
“That is a political decision.”
“Public salaries?”
“Also political.”
“Healthcare?”
“No responsible government would make indiscriminate cuts to healthcare.”
“Defence?”
“Not with Vaskian troops at the border.”
“Bank support?”
“That protects depositors.”
“Then what does it cut?”
I took a drink of coffee. It had gone cold. “Growth will improve revenues.”
Nadia looked almost apologetic. “What growth?”
The question irritated me because it was broad, imprecise, and difficult to answer.
“Productivity. Investment. Technological development.”
“While restricting investment and payments?”
“Temporarily.”
She looked into the conference room. “Do you think they’re frightened of capital leaving?”
“Obviously.”
“Or are they frightened that if capital can leave, people will realise they can leave too?”
“That makes no sense.”
“It makes perfect sense. Money goes first. People follow.”
“People cannot upload themselves to a wallet.”
“No. They need passports, jobs, houses, and somewhere willing to receive them. But once their savings are outside the system, the decision becomes easier.”
“You are describing economic desertion.”
She turned back towards me. “Listen to the phrase you just used.”
“It is a recognised concept.”
“It is a phrase designed to make citizens feel disloyal for protecting themselves.”
“Citizens have obligations to their country.”
“Does the country have obligations to its citizens?”
“Of course.”
“And when it stops meeting them?”
“It has not stopped.”
She did not reply. The absence of an argument was somehow more irritating than an argument.
The meeting resumed. The third hour concerned communication strategy.
We were given a sheet divided into two columns. The left column contained phrases to avoid. The right contained approved alternatives.
Capital controls became liquidity preservation measures. Transaction monitoring became transactional visibility. Payment restrictions became protective pauses. Account freeze became temporary limitation of functionality. Cash withdrawal limits became fair-access provisions. Crypto surveillance became orderly digital-asset access.
One banking representative raised his hand. “What do we call a rejected transfer?”
Deputy Minister Dravik considered this. “A transfer requiring additional confirmation.”
“What if it is ultimately rejected?”
“Then the confirmation was not obtained.”
The banker nodded and wrote this down.
I read the list again. Language mattered in government. The public often misunderstood policies because journalists selected inflammatory terms. A temporary pause sounded less alarming than a restriction because it was less alarming. A restriction implied prohibition. A pause implied eventual movement. Of course, a pause without a definite end could resemble a prohibition from the perspective of the person waiting. But that was a question of administration.
The lawyers discussed the emergency legal basis. The National Security Directorate discussed hostile foreign actors spreading rumours about bank insolvency and border closures. Several social-media accounts had published documents claiming the government intended to restrict travel and confiscate private cryptocurrency.
“Are the documents genuine?” someone asked.
S. Davor replied: “Some contain authentic material taken out of context.”
“Which material?”
“We cannot discuss active investigations.”
“Is travel being restricted?”
“No.”
“Is confiscation being considered?”
“No general confiscation authority is proposed.”
The lawyer from the Attorney General’s Office adjusted his glasses. “What does ‘general’ mean in that sentence?”
S. Davor looked at him. “Targeted asset measures already exist under criminal and national-security legislation.”
The lawyer nodded. This was legally correct and therefore reassuring.
The draft public statement appeared on the screen. It began: THE GOVERNMENT OF ARDANIA WISHES TO REASSURE CITIZENS THAT THE COUNTRY’S FINANCIAL SYSTEM REMAINS STRONG AND FULLY OPERATIONAL.
Helen’s warning returned to me. If they tell you not to worry, worry. I pushed the thought aside. Wives developed rules through experience, but experience within a household did not always apply to macroeconomic communications.
The statement blamed external pressure, hostile speculation, and wealthy tax avoiders. It referred to patriotic responsibility and temporary solidarity. It assured citizens that ordinary family transactions would remain unaffected.
Nadia raised her hand again. “What is an ordinary family transaction?”
Deputy Minister Dravik’s expression tightened. “Groceries, rent, utilities, domestic purchases, and reasonable support.”
“Would paying foreign university tuition be ordinary?”
“With documentation.”
“Buying Bitcoin?”
“Within the framework.”
“Taking five thousand crowns in cash?”
“With notice.”
“Then ordinary transactions remain unaffected provided they are small, domestic, and approved.”
The deputy minister folded his hands. “Ms Petrova, every financial system has rules.”
“Yes.”
“These measures are needed because a small number of actors are exploiting uncertainty.”
“Then why do they apply to everyone?”
A silence followed. It was not a dramatic silence. Government silences rarely were. They resembled gaps in minutes.
Governor Kors answered. “Because systems cannot know in advance who will act irresponsibly.”
Nadia nodded. “So everyone must be treated as a potential risk.”
“As a participant in a shared system.”
“That sounds better.”
The deputy minister moved to the next agenda item. I wrote nothing for several minutes. The final item was confidentiality.
Two copies of an eleven-page agreement were distributed to each attendee. One copy was marked SIGN AND RETURN. The other was marked EMPLOYEE COPY — RETAIN SECURELY.
The agreement prohibited disclosure of the draft measures, thresholds, implementation dates, internal risk assessments, and discussions involving national security. It also required officials to report unauthorised disclosure by colleagues.
I read every page. I always read documents before signing them. This distinguished me from people who later claimed not to know what they had agreed to.
Clause Seven concerned information shared with spouses or family members. Such disclosure would constitute a breach unless necessary for official duties. I thought of Helen. She would ask what happened. I would tell her the meeting was routine. This would not be entirely false. The room, the slides, the coffee, and the signatures were all routine. Only the subject was unusual.
Nadia leaned towards me. “Does your wife know you’re here?”
“Yes.”
“What will you tell her?”
“What I am permitted to.”
“Nothing, then.”
“I can tell her the government is taking prudent measures.”
“That is already in the public statement.”
“It has not been released.”
“It will be before we get home.”
I looked towards Deputy Minister Dravik. He was signing his copy without appearing to read it. “You object to confidentiality?” I asked.
“I object to being required to tell my family that nothing is wrong while signing eleven pages explaining what is wrong.”
“That is not what the agreement says.”
“It rarely is.”
I signed the copy marked SIGN AND RETURN. Henry Vale Directorate of Domestic Payments Ministry of Finance
The pen scratched slightly on the final stroke. My signature had changed little since I was twenty-five. It remained large, legible, and more confident than I generally felt while writing it.
I passed the signed agreement to the official collecting documents along the table. My second copy remained inside my folder. The meeting concluded at twelve forty-seven. Deputy Minister Dravik thanked us for our service and reminded us that public confidence depended upon disciplined communication.
“Directorate implementation leads will reconvene at eight o’clock Monday morning,” he added. “Technical instructions will be circulated to approved contractors before the start of business.”
Monday. Apparently the weekend had survived only in a limited capacity.
Governor Kors remained behind with the bankers. S. Davor left through a side door that I had not noticed before.
Nadia gathered her notes. “You signed,” she said.
“So did you.”
“Yes.”
“Then what exactly are you criticising?”
“Myself, partly.”
“You are free to resign.”
“And you?”
“I have no reason to resign.”
“Not yet.” There was that phrase again.
“You should avoid repeating alarmist language,” I said.
“You should avoid confusing calm language with good news.” We left together but did not speak in the lift.
At Reception, I exchanged token 147 for my telephone. There were nine unread messages. Two were from Helen. One was from Harry. One was from the ministry communications office. The remainder were automated notices.
I opened the public statement first. It had been released at eleven thirty. The headline read: GOVERNMENT ANNOUNCES TEMPORARY STEPS TO PROTECT ARDANIAN FAMILIES
The measures were described exactly as agreed. Liquidity preservation. Fair access. Orderly digital-asset markets. Transactional visibility. No cause for alarm.
I opened Helen’s message. Will you be home for lunch?
Her second message had arrived forty minutes later. The news says there are no capital controls. Malcolm says this means there are capital controls. Please clarify before he explains economics to me.
Harry’s message was shorter. Is this what the meeting was about?
I placed the telephone in my pocket. Outside the ministry, Central City had become busier. Saturday shoppers moved between stores. Families pushed prams. Café terraces were filling. Two men stood outside a bank reading the government statement on their telephones.
Nothing had changed visibly. That was the difficulty with financial crises. Buildings remained upright. Traffic lights continued changing. Coffee shops opened. Money still appeared as numbers on screens. Reality could be ignored for an impressive length of time when its consequences arrived by percentage.
I began walking towards the tram stop. Across the street, a queue had formed outside a cash machine. There were perhaps twelve people. Not a panic. A precaution.
A man at the front withdrew cash and counted it before putting it in his wallet. The machine displayed a message to the next customer. He frowned and tried again. Then he turned to the others. “It says I’ve exceeded the fair-access amount.”
The woman behind him laughed. “What does that mean?”
“It means it won’t give me my money.” The queue lengthened by two people.
I continued walking. The measure had not yet formally taken effect. Perhaps the bank was testing its systems. Perhaps the man had already withdrawn money elsewhere. Perhaps his card had a daily limit. There were several possible explanations. There usually were.
On the tram, I stood because most of the seats were occupied now. Two passengers were discussing Bitcoin. One said the government intended to ban it. The other said the government could not ban mathematics. A third passenger told them both to stop spreading panic.
I looked out the window. Nadia’s quotation returned to me. Their debt is your problem until you own Bitcoin. Then their debt becomes your greatest asset.
I still did not agree. Debt was not an asset merely because someone else held it. Bitcoin did not make pensions disappear, schools operate, or armies defend borders. A country could not be managed like a private wallet. Yet the more debt the state accumulated, the more money it required. The more money it required, the more currency it created. The more currency it created, the more rational it became for citizens to seek something it could not create. And the more citizens sought that something, the more necessary controls appeared.
The logic formed a circle. Government debt encouraged Bitcoin. Bitcoin encouraged controls. Controls encouraged Bitcoin. A closed system, except for the part people could still move into private wallets. For now.
I took out my telephone and began typing a response to Harry. The measures are precautionary. Bitcoin remains legal. Licensed purchases and private wallets remain permitted, subject to verification. There is no reason to make sudden decisions.
I read the message. Then I deleted the final sentence. I sent the rest.
Helen’s message required greater care. Home in twenty minutes. Malcolm is partly right, which should not encourage him.
She replied immediately. Too late.
When I reached the house, Malcolm was sitting at the kitchen table with a laptop open. Harry stood behind him. Helen was making sandwiches. All three looked towards me as I entered. This was not a welcoming arrangement. It resembled a committee.
“You’re home,” Helen said.
“Yes.”
“How was the routine meeting?”
“Lengthy.”
“Were there capital controls?”
“The government is introducing temporary liquidity measures.”
Malcolm turned the laptop so I could see the headline. “That means yes.”
“It means measures to preserve financial stability.”
“Can I send ten thousand crowns abroad?”
“Why would you need to?”
“That is not the question.” Harry smiled slightly.
I removed my coat. “The threshold for review is being lowered.”
“To what?” Harry asked.
“I can’t discuss the precise figure.”
“Then you signed something.”
“That is also confidential.”
Helen placed a sandwich before me. “Eat first. Defend the state afterwards.”
“I am not defending the state.” Three faces looked at me. “I am explaining.”
“That is what defending sounds like in a suit,” Malcolm said.
I sat down.
Harry remained standing. “Can people still buy Bitcoin?”
“Yes.”
“Can they withdraw it to a private wallet?”
“Yes.”
“Large amounts?”
“Subject to source-of-funds checks and transaction review.”
“But legal?”
“Yes.”
“For how long?”
I looked at him. “The framework contains no prohibition.”
“That wasn’t the question.”
“You are beginning to sound like your mother.”
Helen looked pleased. Harry sat opposite me. “Why would the government let people buy Bitcoin if it’s trying to stop capital leaving?”
“Because banning it would push the market underground. Licensed exchanges provide oversight.”
“So they want to watch people buy it.”
“They want transactional visibility.”
Malcolm looked at Harry. “Surveillance.”
“Visibility,” I repeated.
“Would the transaction be less visible to me?” Helen asked.
“What?”
“When I look at my bank account, would I still see it?”
“Of course.”
“Then the additional visibility is for someone else.”
I took a bite of the sandwich. It contained the remaining beef from the stew. Helen did not waste food or opportunities.
Harry leaned forward. “Dad, this is exactly what I was talking about. They haven’t banned anything. They’re making every exit slower and more difficult.”
“Because large movements could destabilise the banking system.”
“Then the banking system is already unstable.”
“No.”
“If people using their own money can bring it down, it is not stable.”
“That is simplistic.”
“It’s software. A stable system tolerates normal user behaviour.”
“A country is not software.”
“No. Software admits when it crashes.”
Helen sat down beside me. “What did they say about Vaskia?”
“There is no war.”
“The troops?”
“Remain near the northern frontier.”
“Why?”
“Military exercises.”
Malcolm looked at Harry. “The tanks are exercising.”
“Enough.”
The word came out more sharply than intended. The kitchen became quiet. I put down the sandwich. “The government is dealing with several serious pressures at once. Vaskian aggression. Currency speculation. Foreign disinformation. Capital flight. None of these problems improves because people panic.”
Harry’s expression softened slightly. “We’re not panicking.”
“You are talking about leaving the country.”
“We were talking about that before today.”
“Yes.”
“And we’re still only talking.”
“Talking becomes planning eventually.”
Harry looked at me. “Would that be wrong?”
“No.”
The answer came more quickly than I expected. He seemed surprised too. I continued. “People are allowed to consider living elsewhere. You and Sophie are young. You have careers. That is not the same as assuming your country is collapsing because the government introduces temporary controls.”
“I didn’t say we were leaving tomorrow.”
“Good.”
“But I am looking at jobs.”
I stared at him.
“Where?”
“Gallia. Costa Verde. A few other places.”
“You’ve applied?”
“Not yet.”
This mattered more to me than it should have. “Then perhaps discuss it before you do.”
“With Sophie?”
“Yes.”
“I was planning to.”
“And with us?”
He hesitated. “Eventually.”
I noticed that word. Parents become experts in detecting words chosen to avoid others.
“You don’t need the family’s permission to apply for a job,” Helen said.
I looked at her. “I didn’t say he did.”
“It sounded nearby.”
Harry sat back. “If I found something good, Sophie and I would discuss it. That’s all.”
“And if you decided to go?”
“We’d tell you.”
Malcolm raised a hand. “I’m available for consultation.”
“No one asked,” Harry said.
“I have international experience.”
“You went to Gallia on a school trip.”
“Exactly.”
The humour helped. Slightly.
I looked at Harry. “The government has not prohibited travel.”
“No one said it had.”
“No one is trapped.”
“Not yet.”
The phrase struck me differently in my own kitchen. Nadia had used it repeatedly that morning. Now Harry had used it too. Perhaps alarmists lacked originality. Or perhaps the phrase kept appearing because it described a direction rather than an event.
I stood. “I’m tired.”
“That meeting must have been very routine,” Helen said.
“I have been awake since before six.”
“You’re always awake before six.”
“Today I spent the whole morning being told everything was under control. It was exhausting.”
Helen looked at me. I realised what I had said.
Malcolm smiled. “Progress.”
“Do not interpret fatigue as political awakening.”
“I wouldn’t dare.”
He closed the laptop. “Can we at least agree that when the government says ‘protective pause,’ it means they’ve stopped something?”
“No. We cannot agree to reduce every administrative term to its most inflammatory interpretation.”
“What would you call stopping someone from sending money?”
“A delay pending verification.”
“And stopping them from withdrawing cash?”
“Fair access.”
Harry looked at Malcolm. Malcolm looked at Helen. Helen looked at me. I heard the words after I had spoken them. They sounded polished, moderate, and entirely unlike ordinary language.
I picked up my coat from the back of the chair, although I had just removed it.
“Where are you going?” Helen asked.
“To hang this up.”
“The peg is by the door.”
“I know where the peg is.”
I left the kitchen. In the hallway, I hung the coat carefully between Harry’s jacket and Malcolm’s university coat. The seven pegs were nearly full. The house was full.
The ministry said the country remained strong. The banks said deposits remained safe. The Reserve Bank said the currency remained stable. The security service said travel remained unrestricted. Every statement was technically true. Reality had not yet contradicted us. It had merely begun submitting evidence.
Upstairs, I entered the bedroom and closed the door. I took my ministry notebook from inside my briefcase. Folded behind the final page was my employee copy of the confidentiality agreement. EMPLOYEE COPY — RETAIN SECURELY.
It should probably have gone into the locked cabinet in my study. Instead, I had brought it upstairs. I sat on the edge of the bed and read Clause Seven again. Disclosure to spouses or family members. Prohibited.
I thought of Helen downstairs. Thirty-six years of marriage, reduced for present purposes to an unauthorised recipient.
On Monday morning I would return to the ministry for the implementation briefing. By then Novalytic and the banks would already have received technical specifications. Harry might be writing software for rules I was forbidden to explain to him. The thought made me uncomfortable. I had signed hundreds of documents during my career. Each signature confirmed that I understood my duty, accepted my obligations, and acknowledged the consequences of disclosure.
For thirty years, I had believed signatures recorded responsibility. It had never occurred to me that they might also distribute responsibility so widely that nobody felt responsible at all.
Chapter Five
A Plan Without a Departure Date
By the following Sunday, I had created a spreadsheet for leaving the country. I had not yet admitted that this was what it was for. The file was called COSTA VERDE PREPARATION, which sounded less alarming and had the additional advantage of being accurate.
Sunday lunch at my parents’ house had never been designed around the possibility of escape. It had been designed around leftovers. My mother considered a refrigerator containing unused food to be evidence of poor household management, while an empty refrigerator suggested impending social collapse. She therefore aimed for a narrow middle ground in which enough food remained to feed six or seven people unexpectedly but not enough to indicate extravagance.
Lunch began at twelve thirty and ended shortly after three. There had been roast chicken, potatoes, carrots, salad, cheese, apple tart, and an argument about whether a government could claim not to have capital controls while requiring forms before capital could move. By Vale standards, this qualified as a pleasant family meal.
A week had passed since Dad’s Saturday ministry briefing. During that week, Phase Two had ceased being a confidential presentation beneath the Ministry of Finance and had become my full-time employment.
I had spent five days helping Novalytic build the systems Dad had been forbidden to describe to us. Foreign-transfer filters, risk scores, protective pauses, digital-asset declarations, and transactional visibility.
At dinner earlier in the week, Malcolm had asked Dad whether the government intended eventually to replace verbs with nouns so nobody could tell who was doing anything. Dad had not answered. This also qualified as progress.
After coffee, Dad announced that he was going upstairs to read.
My mother looked at the clock. “You mean sleep.”
“I mean read.”
“Of course.”
He took his eight-hundred-page history of the Ardanian civil service with him because appearances mattered even when everyone knew the outcome. Dad had developed the ability to fall asleep within three pages of almost any book. This explained why he remained remarkably well rested and surprisingly uninformed about several subjects he claimed to be reading about.
Irv and Maddy decided to go for a walk in Westbridge Park. “Fresh air,” Maddy said, pulling on her coat, “would do us good.”
This was said in a tone suggesting that the air inside the Vale house had become politically contaminated. Irv followed her towards the door.
Malcolm was sprawled on the sitting-room sofa with his telephone. “You going far?” he asked.
“Just around the lake,” Irv said.
“Good.”
Irv stopped. “Why good?”
“No reason.”
“Why did you ask?”
“I didn’t.”
“You asked whether we were going far.”
“That was conversational.”
“You said good.”
“I support walking.”
“You don’t walk.”
“That’s why I support other people doing it.”
Maddy opened the front door. “Come on, Irv.”
He gave Malcolm one final look and followed her outside.
We waited until the door closed. Then Malcolm sat up. “So,” he said. “Are we escaping now?”
My mother was carrying coffee cups into the kitchen. “No one is escaping.”
“Preparing to escape?”
“No.”
“Preparing to prepare?”
She stopped. “Why don’t you make yourself useful?”
“I am. I’m establishing terminology.”
“Bring the tart plate.”
“There isn’t any tart left.”
“Bring the plate anyway.”
Malcolm carried it solemnly into the kitchen. Sophie and I followed. The kitchen looked as though a large family had just eaten Sunday lunch in it because a large family had.
Plates covered the counter. Wine glasses stood beside the sink. The chicken carcass rested on the cutting board awaiting whatever second life my mother intended for it. Nothing edible left Helen Vale’s kitchen without an appeal.
Sophie began loading the dishwasher. My mother immediately intervened. “Not like that.”
Sophie stopped. “I haven’t put anything in yet.”
“I could see where you were going.”
“Where was I going?”
“Large plates at the back.”
“Is that wrong?”
“It blocks the arm.”
“What arm?”
“The spray arm.”
Sophie looked into the dishwasher. “I didn’t know it had an arm.”
“It has two.”
“This appliance is more complicated than Harry’s Bitcoin wallet.”
“Not really,” I said.
Both women looked at me. I decided not to elaborate.
Malcolm sat at the table. “Can I have the last piece of cheese?”
“No,” my mother said.
“Is someone saving it?”
“Yes.”
“For whom?”
“Tomorrow.”
“Tomorrow isn’t a person.”
“It is in this kitchen.”
He put the cheese down.
I went into the hall and retrieved my laptop from the bag I had deliberately brought with me.
Sophie noticed when I returned. “What are you doing?”
“Nothing.”
“You brought a laptop to Sunday lunch.”
“I often bring my laptop.”
“No, you don’t.”
“I may have work.”
“You’ve spent the entire week writing software to stop people moving money. I thought Sunday might be a day of rest from authoritarian infrastructure.”
“I want to show you something.”
My mother glanced at the ceiling. “Quietly.”
“Dad’s asleep?”
“Reading.”
“Of course.”
We sat around the kitchen table while she began dismantling the chicken carcass. I opened the laptop. On the screen was a folder. COSTA VERDE
Sophie raised an eyebrow. “You made a folder.”
“Yes.”
“That’s serious.”
“Why?”
“You don’t make folders until you’ve worried about something for at least a week.”
“I have been worried about this for considerably longer than a week.”
Malcolm leaned over. “What’s in it?”
“Research.”
“That’s disappointing.”
“What did you expect?”
“Plane tickets.”
“We don’t have plane tickets.”
“Mountain boots?”
I looked at him. “Why would we need mountain boots?”
“No reason.”
At the time, the question seemed ridiculous. Later, I remembered it.
I opened the folder. Inside were subfolders. Residency. Employment. Banking. Housing. Medical. Identity Documents. Country Information. Family. To Sell. To Take.
Sophie stared at the screen. “Better.”
“What?”
“You resisted creating a Costa Verde folder inside the Costa Verde folder.”
“I was considering it.”
“I know.”
Malcolm leaned closer. “What’s ‘To Take’?”
I clicked it. The document contained seven items. Passports, telephones, laptop, chargers, medication, wallet, and clothing.
Malcolm looked disappointed. “That’s it?”
“It’s an initial list.”
“What about books?”
“Books are heavy.”
My mother stopped working on the chicken. “What do you mean, books are heavy?”
“Books. They have weight.”
“I know what books are.”
“If we ever had to leave quickly, we wouldn’t take them.”
There was a brief silence. I had said leave quickly rather than move. Sophie noticed. So did my mother.
Malcolm broke the silence. “I’d take my Kindle.”
I looked at him. “You have a Kindle?”
“You gave it to me.”
“That was four years ago.”
“Things can survive four years, Harry.”
“Do you use it?”
“Sometimes.”
“What do you read?”
“Books.”
“Which books?”
“The electronic digital sort.”
My mother pointed the carving knife at him. “You’ve made your joke.”
“I know.”
Sophie nodded towards my laptop. “Actually, Kindle is a good point.”
“Thank you,” Malcolm said.
“I wasn’t praising you personally.”
“I accept collective praise.”
She turned to me. “Our books don’t weigh anything if they’re on an e-reader.”
“Technically the Kindle weighs something.”
“You know what I mean.”
“I do.”
We both had Kindles and had accumulated several hundred books between us. Most were purchased. Some were public-domain classics. A surprising number had been bought during enthusiastic periods in which I imagined myself becoming knowledgeable about subjects that later lost the competition for my attention. Distributed systems., Austrian economics, modern architecture, the decline of empires, and Italian cooking.
I had completed approximately half of the distributed-systems books, most of the Austrian economics, very little of the architecture, and none of the Italian cooking.
Sophie had read more fiction than I had and considerably more than she admitted. “You could carry an entire library,” she said, “in something smaller than one of your father’s civil-service books.”
My mother looked towards the ceiling. “That book has kept him asleep for four years.”
“I thought he was reading it.”
“He is. Very slowly.”
Malcolm took out his phone. “If the books are in the cloud, we don’t even need the Kindle. We could replace it later.”
“Assuming we can access the account,” I said.
“Then save the login.”
“Not in plain text.”
He groaned. “Everything with you becomes a security lecture.”
“Because everything with you becomes a forgotten password.”
“I use the same password.”
“That is worse.”
“It’s efficient.”
“It is efficient for criminals.”
My mother resumed carving. “Do criminals really want Malcolm’s university account?”
“No.”
“Then perhaps they’re safe.”
“That’s not the point.”
She put the sliced chicken into a container. I looked at the screen. The Kindle conversation had accidentally clarified something. We had spent our entire lives accumulating things. Books, photographs, documents, furniture, clothes, certificates, letters, and records.
A household was partly a collection of objects proving that you had been somewhere. But increasingly, the useful parts of our lives had no weight at all. My employment history existed online. My photographs existed in the cloud. My bank account was numbers in a database. My Bitcoin was not physically anywhere in the sense my father understood the word. My books could be downloaded again.
The things we needed to reconstruct our lives were becoming smaller. The things we would be reluctant to abandon remained large. The house was the largest.
I opened another folder. “Here’s what I actually wanted to show you.”
Inside were scans of my passport, birth certificate, university diploma, employment contracts, professional certificates, tax documents, and medical insurance card.
Sophie leaned towards the screen. “You’ve scanned all of these?”
“Most.”
“When?”
“This week.”
“When this week?”
“Various times.”
“You said you were working until eight every night.”
“I was.”
“So when did you scan them?”
“Before work.”
My mother looked over. “You've been waking early?”
“Yes.”
“That is worrying.”
“Why?”
“You normally consider eight o’clock an accusation.”
Malcolm nodded. “This is the strongest evidence yet that the country is collapsing.”
I ignored him. “I’ve uploaded encrypted copies to a cloud account.”
Sophie frowned. “Why?”
“Because if we lose the originals, we can still access copies from anywhere.”
“Copies won’t replace a passport.”
“No. But they make replacement easier.”
My mother stopped again. “Why would you lose the originals?”
“We might not.”
“You keep speaking as though we’re going to leave the house during a fire.”
“I’m thinking about portability.”
“That’s a word people use when they don’t want to say what they’re thinking about.”
I closed the laptop halfway. “I’m thinking that important things should be accessible if something happens.”
“What something?”
“I don’t know.”
“Then how do you know what to prepare for?”
“You don’t.”
She put down the knife. “That isn’t very reassuring.”
“No.”
It was the first time I had admitted that without trying to soften it.
Sophie placed her hand over mine. “We’re not saying anyone has to leave,” she said.
My mother looked at her. “But you’re preparing to.”
“We’re preparing to be able to.”
“Which is different?”
“At the moment, yes.”
My mother looked from Sophie to me. Then at Malcolm. “Why are you still here?”
“I live here.”
“I mean at this conversation.”
“I was carrying the tart plate.”
“Half an hour ago.”
“It developed.”
He reached for the cheese again. My mother moved it beyond his reach.
Sophie reopened the laptop. “If we’re doing this, let’s do it properly.”
I smiled. “I have a checklist.”
“Of course you do.”
I opened it. There were thirty-seven rows.
Sophie stared. “You made a spreadsheet.”
“It’s more efficient than a document.”
“How many tabs?”
“Seven.”
She clicked along the bottom. Documents. Financial. Employment. Health. Costa Verde. Household. Timeline.
She looked at me. “You’re three tabs away from becoming impossible.”
“Seven is not excessive.”
“Seven is a warning.”
“Spreadsheets exist to organise information.”
“So do people.”
“People forget things.”
“Spreadsheets also forget things if the person creating them forgets to include them.”
“That’s why we review the checklist.”
Malcolm leaned over Sophie’s shoulder. “You need an Irv column.”
“What?”
“For who is coming.”
“There isn’t a who-is-coming column.”
“There should be.”
“No.”
“Why?”
“Because we’re not planning a group departure.”
He looked at the screen. “You have a tab called Family.”
“That contains documents.”
“Whose documents?”
“Eventually, everyone’s.”
“So we’re not planning a group departure. We’re merely collecting everything required for one.”
My mother looked at me. “Malcolm’s annoyingly good at this.”
“At what?”
“Making your sentences honest.”
Malcolm looked pleased. “It may be my first useful qualification.”
I clicked onto Documents. “At minimum, everyone should have digital copies of important records.”
“Even Dad?” Malcolm asked.
“Especially Dad.”
My mother smiled. “Your father files everything.”
“He files physical documents.”
“He has copies.”
“Where?”
“Cabinet upstairs.”
“That’s the problem.”
“Why is a filing cabinet a problem?”
“You can’t carry it.”
“Why would we need to carry it?”
There it was again. The question behind every question. I took a breath. “If we ever had to leave in a hurry, we could only take what we could physically carry.”
Nobody spoke. A few seconds earlier, we had been discussing Kindle books. Now the kitchen felt smaller. Sophie looked at me.
My mother lowered herself into the chair opposite us. “You really think it could come to that?”
“I don’t know.”
“Your father says travel isn’t restricted.”
“It isn’t.”
“You can still get on a train.”
“Yes.”
“You can still cross the border.”
“Yes.”
“So why are we talking about backpacks?”
“Because the time to think about what fits in a backpack is not when someone tells you that’s all you can take.”
My mother folded her hands. “Your father would say you’re panicking.”
“I know.”
“Are you?”
“I don’t think so.”
“People who are panicking rarely think they are.”
“People who aren’t panicking can still make lists.”
“Apparently seven tabs of them.”
Sophie looked at me. “I told you.”
That helped. My mother smiled despite herself. Then she turned the laptop towards her. “Show me.”
It was a small thing. She had not agreed to leave. She had not agreed that the country was failing. She had not even agreed that I was sensible. But she had said show me.
I began with passports. My parents’ passports were current. Irv’s was current. Maddy’s had expired. Malcolm’s would expire the following year. Sophie and I both had several years remaining.
“Why does Maddy’s matter?” Malcolm asked.
“Everyone’s matters.”
“She may not want to go.”
My mother looked at him. “Why would you say that?”
He shrugged. “Because she likes things here.”
“That doesn’t mean she wouldn’t leave if things became dangerous.”
“No.”
“You know something.”
“I don’t know anything.”
“Malcolm.”
He looked towards the doorway. There were advantages to being the youngest child. People assumed you were not listening. There were disadvantages too. Eventually, they realised you had been.
“I talked to Irv.”
“When?” I asked.
“Friday.”
“About what?”
“Stuff.”
“Useful.”
“We were downstairs.”
“You and Irv?”
“Maddy was out.”
My mother waited. Malcolm sighed.
“I asked him whether he actually thought things were okay.”
“And?”
“He said no.”
This surprised me more than I expected. Irv complained about the economy constantly, but complaining about the economy was practically a national pastime. It did not mean you believed the system itself was failing. “What exactly did he say?”
“He said the bank is worse than he’s told us.”
My mother leaned forward. “Worse how?”
“I don’t know. He wouldn’t give details. He said customers are moving money, the bank is losing deposits, and management is frightened.”
“Did he say he wanted to leave?”
“Not exactly.”
“What did he say exactly?”
Malcolm thought. “He said if he were single, he would already be looking.”
Nobody needed clarification. My mother’s expression changed. “Maddy.”
Malcolm nodded. “He didn’t say anything bad about her.”
“I didn’t say he did.”
“He loves her.”
“Of course he does.”
“He just knows she won’t agree.”
Sophie looked at me. There are facts that confirm what you already believed and still manage to make you unhappy. “So Irv would consider leaving,” I said.
“If he were alone,” Malcolm replied.
“And he isn’t.”
“No.”
My mother spoke quietly. “He won’t leave his wife.”
“No,” Sophie said.
“Nor should he.”
Nobody disagreed. At that stage, none of us could imagine Irv doing so. Or perhaps we simply did not want to.
We returned to the checklist. Birth certificates could be scanned. Diplomas. Marriage certificate for Irv and Maddy. My parents’ marriage certificate. Tax records. Medical prescriptions. Vaccination records. Employment history. Professional qualifications. Property deeds.
My mother stopped me. “The house deeds?”
“Yes.”
“Why?”
“Proof of ownership.”
“We know we own it.”
“The point of documents is proving things to people who don’t.”
“I dislike that definition.”
“So do I.”
She looked towards the hallway. “The deeds are in your father’s filing cabinet.”
“I’ll scan them.”
“Not without telling him.”
“Fine.”
She considered this. “Perhaps not immediately.”
I looked at her. “What?”
“Nothing.”
“You just suggested hiding something from Dad.”
“I suggested delaying a conversation until after he has finished believing he is in charge of one.”
Malcolm grinned. “My mother’s radicalisation is progressing nicely.”
“Eat the cheese and be quiet.”
He took the cheese. This time she allowed it.
“Medical records,” Sophie said.
“Already on the list.”
“Prescriptions?”
“Yes.”
“Glasses?”
“What about them?”
“Your father’s prescription.”
“He has spare glasses.”
“Physical things can break.”
“Good point.” I added it.
My mother watched the list grow. “This is becoming a lot for a backpack.”
“We’re not packing yet.”
“But you said eventually we’d only take what we could carry.”
“If it came to that, we’d prioritise.”
“What would you take?”
I hadn’t expected the question. “Passport, phone, laptop, charger, change of clothes, water, and some cash.”
“Kindle,” Malcolm said.
“Phone can run the Kindle app.”
“Battery.”
“The Kindle has a battery too.”
“It lasts weeks.”
He had a point. “Fine. Kindle.”
“I’ve finally contributed.”
“Medication,” Sophie said.
“Yes.”
“Toiletries.”
“Minimal.”
My mother looked around the kitchen. “What about photographs?”
“Cloud.”
“Family photographs.”
“We can scan them.”
“All of them?”
“No.”
“What about your grandmother’s album?”
“We could scan the important ones.”
“Who decides which are important?”
Nobody answered. This was where portability became cruel. A passport was important because a government said so. A photograph was important because nobody could explain why. My mother looked towards the sitting room, where framed photographs covered one wall. Irv at graduation. My parents’ wedding. Malcolm missing two front teeth. Sophie and me at the coast. My grandparents standing outside the same house decades earlier.
“You can’t put a life in a backpack,” she said.
“No.”
“Then why are we pretending?”
“We’re not trying to carry the life.”
“What are we carrying?”
I thought about it. “The ability to start another one.”
She looked at me for a long time. Then she nodded once. “Scan the photographs.”
The subject of Bitcoin came later. It began because Malcolm noticed that Financial contained almost nothing.
“What’s this tab?”
“Money.”
“It’s empty.”
“Because most of the family’s money is Dad and Mom’s business.”
“Dad would be thrilled to hear you say that.”
“I mean I can’t fill it in for them.”
“What would you put there?”
“Bank accounts. Cash. Assets.”
“Bitcoin?”
“Yes.”
Malcolm looked at my mother. “Harry has point seven four.”
“Malcolm.”
“What?”
“You don’t announce people’s balances.”
“It’s Mom.”
“Still.”
My mother smiled.
“I knew he had Bitcoin.”
“Not how much.”
“No.”
“It’s not relevant.”
“It seems relevant if we’re planning to flee across a mountain.”
I stared at him. “Why do you keep mentioning mountains?”
“I like mountains.”
“You don’t hike.”
“Perhaps the future me does.”
Sophie laughed. My mother ignored this. “How does the Bitcoin help if you can only carry a backpack?”
“It doesn’t go in the backpack.”
“Where does it go?”
“In the wallet.”
“On your phone?”
“Not exactly.”
She frowned. I had tried explaining this to her before. Bitcoin made sense immediately to software developers and eventually to everyone else, but the journey between the two states could be difficult. “The bitcoin isn’t actually on my phone.”
“Where is it?”
“On the Bitcoin network.”
“Where is that?”
“Everywhere.”
She looked at Sophie. “Does he become clearer eventually?”
“No.”
I tried again. “The network records which coins can be moved by which keys.”
“So you have a key.”
“Yes.”
“Where?”
“I control it.”
“Where?”
“The private keys are derived from the seed phrase.”
She paused. “Seed phrase?”
“Yes.”
“For Bitcoin?”
“Yes.”
“That sounds agricultural.”
Malcolm nodded. “You plant twelve words and eventually grow money.”
“No.”
“Depends on the market.”
“No.”
Sophie was smiling. I continued. “When I created the wallet, it generated twelve words. Those words can recreate the private keys.”
My mother stared at me. “Twelve ordinary words?”
“Yes.”
“Such as?”
“I’m not telling you mine at the kitchen table.”
“Why not?”
“Because anyone who knows all twelve can control the bitcoin.”
She looked around. “There’s only family here.”
“That is not how security works.”
“You’re planning to tell Sophie.”
“Privately.”
“All twelve?”
“Yes.”
“And she learns the whole thing?”
“Yes.”
Sophie nodded.
“That was the deal.”
Malcolm looked offended. “What about me?”
“No.”
“Why?”
“Because you use one password for everything.”
“That seems unrelated.”
“It is completely related.”
My mother was still thinking. “So if your phone broke…”
“I restore the wallet.”
“If your computer disappeared…”
“I restore the wallet.”
“If the company holding the Bitcoin disappeared…”
“There is no company holding it.”
“If we crossed a border with nothing…”
“As long as Sophie or I knew the twelve words correctly, either of us could recreate access to the wallet on another suitable device.”
My mother sat back. For the first time since we had started talking, she looked impressed rather than concerned. “Nothing to carry?”
“Nothing essential.”
“No document?”
“No.”
“No bank?”
“No.”
“No password stored online?”
“No.”
“The twelve words themselves are enough?”
“They are the backup.”
“That sounds extremely dangerous.”
“It can be if handled badly.”
“You intend to memorise them?”
“Both of us.”
My mother looked at Sophie. “Voluntarily?”
“I’ve agreed.”
“Do you know them yet?”
“Not yet.”
“Good.”
“Why good?”
“I was beginning to worry you had joined a cult.”
Malcolm leaned back. “So the family’s financial future could eventually depend on Dad remembering twelve unrelated words.”
“No,” I said.
“Good.”
“Dad doesn’t know my seed.”
“Even better.”
My mother laughed. Malcolm continued. “If he did, we’d be finished. He walks into the pantry and forgets why he went there.”
“That happens to everyone,” she said.
“He once went upstairs to get his glasses while wearing them.”
“That happened once.”
“Twice.”
“He was tired.”
“Then perhaps we shouldn’t base the family fortune on memory.”
“We aren’t.”
I looked at him. He looked back. Then something changed in his expression. It was the moment a joke became a thought. “Wait.”
“What?”
“If you can memorise Bitcoin…”
“You don’t memorise Bitcoin.”
“You know what I mean. If access to the money can effectively travel without anything physical travelling…”
“Yes.”
“And if the bank can’t stop you once the coins are in your own wallet…”
“Correct.”
My mother looked uncomfortable. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.”
Malcolm ignored her. “Then if someone had a lot of money in Ardania, they could turn it into Bitcoin before leaving.”
“If the purchase remained legal.”
“It is legal now.”
“Yes.”
“And once it was in self-custody, they wouldn’t need to take cash across the border.”
“No.”
“Or make a foreign transfer after leaving.”
“No.”
“Or carry a suitcase full of banknotes.”
“Correct.”
He looked around the kitchen. The refrigerator. The stove. The cupboards. The old oak table. Then towards the hallway. I knew where his mind was going before he said it. “The house.”
My mother looked at him. “What about the house?”
“That’s where most of the family’s wealth is.”
“The house is not money.”
“It is worth money.”
“We live in it.”
“I know.”
“If we sold it, we’d have nowhere to live.”
“Unless we were leaving.”
The room became completely quiet. Until that moment, we had discussed documents, jobs, backpacks, Kindle books, and Bitcoin. All of those could still be called preparation. Selling the house could not.
My mother stared at Malcolm. He looked suddenly younger. Perhaps he realised he had crossed a boundary.
“I’m not saying we should.” Nobody replied. “I’m just saying, if we ever actually had to go.”
“We are not selling this house,” my mother said.
It was not loud. That made it firmer. “No one said we were.”
“You just did.”
“I said if.”
“This house belonged to my parents.”
“I know.”
“Your father and I raised you here.”
“I know.”
“Irv and Madeleine live downstairs.”
“I know.”
“Where exactly would everyone live after we sold it while waiting for this imaginary departure?”
“I don’t know.”
“Then perhaps your plan could survive another five minutes before liquidating the family home.”
Malcolm looked down. “Sorry.”
My mother returned her attention to the chicken container, although there was nothing left to do with it.
I closed the Financial tab. Sophie spoke quietly. “He isn’t entirely wrong.”
My mother looked at her. Sophie did not retreat. “Not about selling it now. About where a large part of the family’s wealth is.”
“It’s our home.”
“I know.”
“It’s not an investment.”
“I didn’t say it was.”
“But you’re talking about it like one.”
“Because if things ever became bad enough that you couldn’t stay, the house would stop doing the thing that makes it a home.”
“What thing?”
“Keeping the family here.”
My mother looked towards the staircase. Above us, Dad was presumably asleep over the Royal Office of Weights, Measures, and River Tolls. Below us, the basement apartment was empty because Irv and Maddy were walking around the park.
The house contained thirty-six years of marriage, three sons, one daughter-in-law, one future daughter-in-law if I managed to stop allowing Bitcoin prices to determine my romantic timetable, several thousand books, boxes nobody had opened in decades, and a chicken carcass destined for soup.
Its market value had never seemed particularly important. That was partly because my parents had never needed to know it. They had inherited the house. They had no intention of selling it. Properties on our street changed hands so rarely that there was little to compare it with. Occasionally an estate agent pushed a leaflet through the door claiming to have buyers looking for houses exactly like ours. Dad threw them away.
Online estimates ranged from optimistic to absurd. The house was detached. Near Westbridge Park. Close to the tram. It had five bedrooms, a deep garden, and a separate basement apartment.
It also had an ageing kitchen, old plumbing, a roof Dad distrusted, and enough deferred maintenance to keep a tradesman cheerful for years. None of us really knew what someone would pay for it. And because nobody intended to sell, nobody had bothered finding out.
“How much is the house worth?” Malcolm asked.
“Enough,” my mother said.
“That’s not a number.”
“It’s the number you’re getting.”
I opened my mouth. Sophie kicked me gently under the table. I closed it. A successful relationship involved knowing when accuracy was not helpful.
We went back to less explosive subjects. Costa Verde residency was surprisingly straightforward for skilled workers. If the Senda Systems application went anywhere, an employment contract could qualify me directly.
A spouse could be included as a dependent, although Sophie was also looking at architecture jobs that might allow her to qualify independently.
My mother noticed something on the screen. “Interesting.”
“What?”
“You have already researched residency for spouses.”
Sophie looked at me. Malcolm became interested immediately. “I hadn’t noticed that.”
“I was checking all the options.”
“You haven’t proposed,” my mother said.
“I’m aware.”
“But immigration has entered the relationship.”
“It was relevant to the research.”
Sophie folded her arms. “Very romantic.”
“I’m planning ahead.”
“So was Napoleon.”
“That seems an unnecessarily large comparison.”
“It ended abroad.”
Malcolm looked delighted. “Can I give a speech at the wedding?”
“No,” we both said.
Costa Verde’s residency requirements were simple enough to fit on one page. Employment contract. Passport. Police record. Proof of housing. Medical insurance. Application fee. No ideological declaration. No statement supporting national financial policy. No questionnaire asking whether we intended to have children.
Malcolm leaned over the laptop. “I looked at the university there.”
“When?”
“Last night.”
“Why?”
“Because everyone keeps talking about Costa Verde, and I wanted to know whether I could finish my degree.”
My mother turned to him. “You’ve been researching too?”
“It’s the internet, Mom. Research no longer requires leaving the sofa.”
“What did you find?”
“They’ll accept transfer credits from my university.”
“All of them?”
“Most.”
“And the fees?”
“Lower.”
“How much lower?”
“About forty percent.”
My mother looked surprised. “And they accept Bitcoin.”
“That’s not necessarily important,” I said.
“It is to me. It means I can annoy Dad internationally.”
He scrolled through the university website. “And they don’t have the Academic Social Responsibility Pledge.”
“How do you know?”
“I looked.”
“What do they have instead?”
“A code of conduct.”
“Same thing.”
“No. The code says don’t cheat, don’t threaten people, don’t damage university property, that sort of thing.”
“Revolutionary.”
“It doesn’t tell me which economic words are socially harmful.”
My mother sighed. “Poor Doctor Lentz.”
“He’s appealing.”
“Will he win?”
“No.”
“Then why appeal?”
“Because apparently we still perform the old rituals.”
I looked at Malcolm. “Would you actually go?”
He stopped joking. “Yes.”
No hesitation. My mother noticed it too. “You’d leave your friends?”
“I have friends online.”
“Those aren’t the same.”
“No. They’re easier to mute.”
“Malcolm.”
He smiled. Then became serious again. “I don’t see what I’m supposed to stay for.”
“Your family.”
“You’d be coming.”
“We haven’t said that.”
“You haven’t said you wouldn’t.”
My mother looked at me as if this were somehow my fault.
Malcolm continued. “I look at Irv. Good job. Married. Lives in the basement. Harry has a better job, works all the time, and can’t afford an apartment with Sophie. I’m studying business so I can eventually become one of them.”
“Thank you,” I said.
“You know what I mean.”
Unfortunately, I did.
“If I finish my degree here, what changes? Maybe I earn a little more. House prices rise more. Taxes rise. Civic Credits replace part of my salary. Then Dad explains that conditions are temporary.”
My mother glanced towards the ceiling. “Keep your voice down.”
“He’s asleep.”
“Reading.”
“Right.”
Malcolm looked back at the Costa Verde university page. “If there’s somewhere else where I could actually begin a life, why wouldn’t I go?”
There was no witty answer to that. So my mother found a practical one. “You don’t speak Spanish.”
“The degree is in English.”
“What about outside university?”
“I’ll learn.”
“You received six out of twenty in Spanish at school.”
“I was fourteen.”
“You said languages were pointless.”
“I was wrong.”
My mother raised her eyebrows. “Perhaps Costa Verde really is miraculous.”
Eventually, the checklist reached forty-nine items. Sophie closed the laptop. “Enough.”
“We haven’t covered banking.”
“Seven tabs were already a warning.”
“Checklists reduce anxiety.”
“Your checklist is developing subsidiaries.”
“We’re making progress.”
“We’re spending Sunday afternoon discussing which portions of our lives can be carried over a mountain.”
Malcolm looked at her. “You said mountain too.”
“It was metaphorical.”
“Mine wasn’t.”
We stared at him. “What?” he said.
My mother stood and began making tea. Not tisane. Real tea. This indicated the conversation had become serious.
She filled the kettle. “Tell me something.”
“What?” I asked.
“If your Bitcoin is in this private wallet…”
“Yes.”
“And you leave the country…”
“Yes.”
“The government cannot stop the Bitcoin leaving?”
“The Bitcoin doesn’t actually leave.”
She turned. “Harry.”
“Sorry. Once the coins are under my own keys, the government cannot prevent me from accessing them somewhere else unless it gets the keys or prevents me personally from leaving.”
“So they can stop you.”
“They can stop me.”
“But not the Bitcoin.”
“Essentially.”
She put the kettle down. “And if your father and I sold this house…”
Nobody moved. She had introduced it this time. Not Malcolm.
“If you sold the house,” I said carefully, “you’d receive crowns into your bank account.”
“Yes.”
“Under the rules Dad described, a legitimate property sale is a documented source of funds.”
“Yes.”
“You could legally buy Bitcoin.”
“At the moment.”
“At the moment.”
“And transfer it to one of these private wallets.”
“Self-custody.”
“Yes.”
She disliked the jargon. “And then theoretically we could…” She stopped.
“Start somewhere else,” Sophie said.
My mother looked at her. “All of us?”
“Potentially.”
“What about Irv?”
Malcolm spoke. “I told you. I don’t think Irv is the problem.”
“Maddy is his wife.”
“Yes.”
“He will not leave her.”
“I didn’t say he would.”
“But you’re thinking it.”
“No.”
His face said otherwise. My mother pointed at him. “Don’t.”
“Don’t what?”
“Turn your brother’s marriage into another item on Harry’s checklist.”
I closed the laptop. “She’s right.”
Malcolm looked chastened.
“Maddy may see things differently if the situation gets worse,” Sophie said.
My mother nodded. “Exactly.”
Nobody said what would happen if she didn’t. It was easier to imagine a government changing than a marriage breaking.
The kettle boiled. My mother made tea. She put four cups on the table, then noticed there were five of us and added another. “Your father will wake soon.”
“Should we tell him what we’ve been doing?” Sophie asked.
My mother thought about this. “Not today.”
I smiled. “What?”
“A week ago you would have told me not to hide any of this from him.”
“I’m not hiding anything.”
“We’ve spent two hours discussing digitising the family records, transferring Malcolm to a foreign university, deciding what fits in a backpack, and theoretically converting the house into Bitcoin.”
“When you say it like that, it sounds excessive.”
“How should I say it?”
“We’ve been talking.”
Malcolm looked at me. “Enhanced family discussion.”
“With improved future visibility,” Sophie added.
I laughed. Even my mother did.
Then she became serious. “Your father isn’t ready.”
“No.”
“Neither am I.”
“I know.”
“But I’m beginning to understand why you’re doing this.”
That was enough. More than enough. I opened the laptop one final time. “There’s one thing I want everyone to do now. Even if we never leave.”
My mother sighed. “Another tab?”
“No.”
I opened the cloud storage. “Scan the important documents. Everyone. Keep encrypted copies somewhere you can access outside the house.”
“Fine.”
“Make sure passports are current.”
“Fine.”
“Keep some cash.”
“How much?”
“Enough for a few days.”
“Fine.”
“Learn your essential passwords.”
Malcolm shook his head. “I reject this section.”
“Use a password manager.”
“I have memory.”
“You have one password.”
“It works.”
“Until it doesn’t.”
Sophie raised a hand. “No password lecture.”
I stopped. “And nothing sensitive gets uploaded without encryption.”
“Are you going to put the Bitcoin words in the cloud?” my mother asked.
“No.”
“Why not?”
“Because anyone obtaining those words could take the bitcoin.”
“So those stay in your head.”
“And Sophie’s.”
“All twelve words in both heads.”
“Yes.”
“That seems like quite a lot of responsibility for two people.”
“It is.”
“What if you both forget?”
“We practise.”
“What if you’re separated?”
“Either one of us can restore the wallet.”
“What about the metal copy you mentioned?”
“It stays securely stored for now.”
“And if you ever really had to leave with nothing?”
I hesitated. “If Sophie and I were both completely confident we knew the phrase, carrying a physical copy could eventually become more risk than protection.”
“You’d destroy it?”
“If circumstances required it.”
She watched me. The idea had ceased to be abstract. A seed phrase sounded clever when the danger was a broken computer. It sounded different when the danger was another human being.
“What if somebody forces you to tell them?” she asked.
“That becomes a different security problem.”
“We’re getting ahead of ourselves,” Sophie said.
My mother nodded. “Yes.”
But nobody looked reassured.
We heard movement upstairs shortly before five. A floorboard creaked. Then another. Dad was awake.
“How long was he reading?” Malcolm whispered.
“Nearly two hours,” my mother said.
“Impressive chapter.”
She collected the cups. I began closing the laptop. “Leave it,” she said.
I looked at her. “Why?”
“Your father’s birth certificate needs scanning.”
I smiled. “Today?”
“No.”
“When?”
“When he’s not looking.”
“Mom.”
“I’m joking.” She wasn’t entirely.
There was another creak from the stairs. Dad would appear shortly, rested and convinced that the country’s problems remained manageable.
We had spent the afternoon reducing our lives into categories. Documents that could be scanned. Books that could be downloaded. Money that could be converted. Access that could be memorised. Possessions that could be sold. Things we would carry. Things we would leave.
For years, I had thought wealth meant accumulating things. That afternoon, for the first time, I wondered whether another kind of wealth was the portion of your life that could survive when the things themselves had to remain behind.
My mother stood at the kitchen window. Outside, the late afternoon was already turning grey. Families walked back from the park. Cars passed. Across the road, Mr Koski was trimming a hedge that had survived three governments and showed no particular allegiance to any of them. Everything looked ordinary. That was becoming the most unsettling thing about Ardania.
“Harry,” my mother said.
“Yes?”
She did not turn from the window. “Are we preparing because we intend to leave, or because we’re frightened we may no longer be allowed to?”
Sophie looked at me. Malcolm stopped moving. Upstairs, my father’s footsteps crossed the landing.
I looked at the folder marked COSTA VERDE on the laptop. “At the moment,” I said, “I don’t think there’s a difference.”
Chapter Six
The Bank Does Not Cry
By Monday morning, I had stopped finding queues outside the bank surprising. My name is Irving Vale, although nobody except National Commerce Bank called me Irving, and for the previous week I had spent most of my working hours explaining to customers why access to their own money had become a matter requiring patience.
The queue that morning began before eight. When I arrived at eight twelve, nineteen people were waiting outside the branch. A week earlier, that number would have alarmed me. Now I counted automatically. Twenty. A woman carrying a baby joined the end. Twenty-one.
The bank occupied the ground floor of a stone building on Republic Avenue. Above the entrance, carved into the façade in letters large enough to survive several political systems, were the words: PRUDENCE — SECURITY — TRUST
The bank had recently considered replacing them with something more modern. Marketing proposed: YOUR FUTURE. TOGETHER. The cost of removing the stone lettering caused Prudence, Security, and Trust to survive another year.
I crossed the road. A man near the front recognised me. “Are you opening?”
“At eight thirty.”
“It’s eight fourteen.”
“Yes.”
“Can you open early?”
“No.”
“Why not?”
“The systems don’t open until eight thirty.”
He looked through the glass doors at the computers inside. “They look open.”
“They aren’t.”
This was not entirely true. The computers were on. The doors were locked. In banking, distinctions mattered.
I entered through the staff entrance. My colleague Petra was already behind the counter. Not the Petra who worked with Harry at Novalytic. Ardania had enough Petras to supply both banking and software. Our Petra was fifty-three, had worked at National Commerce for thirty-one years, and had survived five chief executives, two mergers, and the introduction of casual Fridays without ever appearing casual.
She looked through the glass. “Twenty-two.”
“I counted twenty-one.”
“A man is behind the pillar.”
I looked. She was right. “Same as Friday?”
“Worse.”
“Cash?”
“Cash. Foreign transfers. Bitcoin. Anything people think might become more difficult tomorrow.”
The Fair-Access Cash Protocol had been in force for a week. We had memorised it. Customers had not accepted it. Branch withdrawals above one thousand crowns required enhanced confirmation. Amounts above five thousand required twenty-four hours’ notice. Foreign transfers above the new threshold could sit in review for up to five working days.
Bitcoin purchases remained legal through licensed exchanges, but larger transactions were monitored more closely, and customer accounts could be flagged if activity suddenly changed.
Harry knew more about the technical side than I did. He was helping build it. This produced the strange situation in which my younger brother could explain what our bank software was about to do before our own internal guidance arrived.
At eight twenty-five, the branch manager called. His name was Stefan Mirek. He had spent fifteen years rising through National Commerce Bank by mastering the essential managerial skill of sounding calm about problems other people had to solve.
“Morning, Irving.”
“Morning.”
“Busy there?”
“Twenty-two people outside.”
“Twenty-four,” Petra said.
“Twenty-four.”
“That’s manageable.”
“You’re not here.”
“I’ll be in later.”
“How much later?”
“I have a regional call at nine.”
“Of course.”
He lowered his voice.
“We need everyone aligned on the protocols.”
“We’ve been aligned for a week.”
“Good. Then keep messaging consistent.”
“What about customer money?”
“That too.”
“The messaging comes first?”
“You know what I mean.”
I did. That was becoming the problem.
“Do not use the phrase withdrawal limit.”
“I know.”
“Fair access.”
“I know.”
“And foreign payments above threshold may show as pending.”
“They’ve been pending all week.”
“Central review is overloaded.”
“That’s one way of describing it.”
“Irv.”
“Yes?”
“This isn’t the morning for philosophy.”
“I wasn’t aware we had reached philosophy.”
“Just keep things calm.”
“Anything else?”
“Crypto-linked accounts may show temporary functionality limitations.”
“Bitcoin purchases are still legal.”
“Yes.”
“And withdrawals to self-custody are still legal.”
“Yes.”
“So what exactly triggers the limitation?”
“Risk patterns.”
“That sounds reassuringly precise.”
“Accelerating purchases. Large transfers inconsistent with declared income. Activity around foreign travel. Sudden changes.”
“So buying more Bitcoin can restrict the bank account used to buy it?”
“Potentially.”
“Even though buying it is legal?”
“Potentially.”
I rubbed my forehead. “Stefan, ice is temporarily limited water.”
Petra covered her mouth.
There was a pause. “Nine thirty meeting,” he said.
“I’m at the counter.”
“Everyone Senior Client Officer and above.”
“Who covers the branch?”
“Petra.”
Petra’s expression suggested that Prudence, Security, and Trust might shortly be joined by Murder.
“I’ll tell her.”
Stefan hung up. “What did I volunteer for?” she asked.
“National resilience.”
“Can national resilience eat lunch at my desk?”
“Probably.”
She looked again at the queue. “Twenty-seven.”
At eight thirty, I unlocked the doors. The first customer wanted twelve thousand crowns in cash. “Reason?” I asked.
He stared at me. “For withdrawing my money?”
“The form requires a purpose.”
“What purposes are allowed?”
I looked at the list, although I knew it by heart. “Domestic household expenditure, medical needs, business operations, emergency expenses, or other.”
“Other.”
“Could you be more specific?”
“No.”
I looked at him. He looked at me. His name was Mr Torval. He owned two hardware shops and had banked with us longer than I had worked there.
“Irv,” he said quietly, “I’ve got money in this bank. I want some of it in my house.”
“I understand.”
“Apparently not.”
“The withdrawal has to be approved.”
“By whom?”
“The bank.”
“Whose money is it?”
“Yours.”
“Then why does the bank approve it?”
Behind him, the queue listened. One advantage of private banking conversations conducted in public was that you only had to explain the policy once.
“Temporary liquidity procedures,” I said.
“Are you short of cash?”
“No.”
“Then give me mine.”
“We have adequate liquidity.”
“Good. Twelve thousand.”
“I can’t authorise twelve thousand today.”
“Because you don’t have it.”
“We have it.”
“But I can’t have it.”
“Not today.”
“So you have adequate liquidity provided nobody asks for liquidity.”
Petra looked down at her keyboard. I suspected she was smiling.
Mr Torval left with one thousand crowns and a form requesting the remaining eleven. He did not thank me. Banks do not cry. Customers sometimes do.
At nine five, Mrs Elena Markovic sat across from me. Her daughter was studying dentistry in Gallia.
A week earlier I had told my family about another customer who cried over a blocked family transfer. This was not the same woman. That was worse.
“My daughter needs the tuition payment by Friday,” Mrs Markovic said.
The transfer was for eighteen thousand crowns. The quarterly family-support allowance was ten. “University tuition can be exempt,” I said.
Her face brightened. “Good.”
“I’ll need the tuition demand.” She handed it over.
“Proof of enrolment.” She handed that over too.
“Copy of your daughter’s identification.” Another document.
“Proof of relationship.”
She stared at me. “I’m her mother.”
“I know.”
“You’ve had our accounts for twenty-three years.”
“I still need documentation.”
She opened her bag. “Birth certificate?”
“That should work.”
She handed me a copy. I scanned everything. The computer displayed: ENHANCED TRANSFER CONFIRMATION REQUIRED
I clicked confirm. A spinning wheel appeared. Then: CENTRAL REVIEW PENDING — ESTIMATED 3–5 BUSINESS DAYS
I stared at it.
“What?” she asked.
“It’s gone to central review.”
“How long?”
“Three to five working days.”
“The payment is due Friday.”
“I’ll mark it urgent.”
“Will that make it faster?”
“I hope so.”
She looked at me. “Does it?”
I disliked questions whose truthful answers damaged the institution paying my salary. “I don’t know.”
She sat back. “Irv, she’s twenty-two.”
“I know.”
“She’s not smuggling money out of the country.”
“I know.”
“She’s studying teeth.”
“I know.”
“How dangerous can dentistry be?”
“Depends on the dentist.”
She almost smiled. Almost. Then her eyes filled. I looked at the screen because people preferred privacy when crying, even when the person providing the privacy had caused it. Or rather, the system had caused it.
That was what we were supposed to say. I had not designed the rule. I had not voted for it. I had not written the software. I had not established the transfer threshold. I had not ordered central review. All I had done was click the button. Responsibility had become remarkably efficient. It could now be distributed across so many people that nobody possessed enough of it to feel guilty.
“I’ll call them,” I said.
“Who?”
“Central review.”
“Will that help?”
“I don’t know.”
She wiped her eyes. “Thank you.”
That made me feel worse.
At nine thirty, I left Petra downstairs with the queue and went to the management meeting. There were eight of us around a table intended for twelve.
Stefan had finally arrived. “Morning, everyone. Difficult few weeks.”
That was more accurate than difficult weekend. The run had not begun suddenly. It had been building. Deposits moving abroad. Foreign-currency demand rising. Customers withdrawing more cash. Transfers to Bitcoin exchanges increasing. The new controls had not started the anxiety. They had confirmed it.
Stefan clicked to the first slide. FINANCIAL STABILITY RESPONSE — CUSTOMER EXPERIENCE
The bank’s deposits had declined six percent in three weeks. Foreign-currency demand had doubled. Cash withdrawals had tripled. Transfers to cryptocurrency exchanges had risen by forty-one percent.
The presentation described these developments as customer behavioural volatility. There were moments when I admired professional language. It could turn a bank run into a personality disorder.
“The government’s measures are necessary,” Stefan said, “but we need to ensure clients understand that their funds remain fully accessible.”
I raised my hand. “Fully?”
He looked at me. “Subject to the procedures.”
“Then not fully.”
“Functionally fully.”
“What’s the difference?”
“In normal use, nothing.”
“Mr Torval wanted twelve thousand crowns this morning.”
“That isn’t normal use.”
“He owns two businesses.”
“He doesn’t need twelve thousand in cash.”
“Apparently he thinks he does.”
“That’s fear.”
“Perhaps.”
“Which is exactly what we’re trying to prevent.”
This was the logic I kept encountering. Customers were afraid because they could not access their money. Restricting access was necessary because customers were afraid. If they became more afraid, that proved the restrictions had been necessary. A system that explained every outcome was difficult to argue with.
Stefan continued. “The important thing is consistency. We cannot have staff questioning policy in front of clients.”
“I don’t question policy in front of clients.”
Nobody said anything. I amended my statement. “I try not to.”
“Head office is monitoring recorded calls.”
The room became quieter. “For quality?” someone asked.
“Quality and messaging compliance.”
There it was. Not whether we solved the customer’s problem. Whether we described the problem correctly.
I had been reading an economist who argued that regulators often appeared incompetent only if you assumed they wanted the same outcomes as everyone else. Maybe they were not primarily trying to minimise costs, increase prosperity, or make systems work better. Maybe they were protecting their institutions, incentives, and authority.
The idea annoyed me. Mostly because I had spent the previous week watching it become harder to dismiss.
The bank wanted to preserve deposits. The Reserve Bank wanted to preserve the currency. The government wanted to preserve confidence. The customer wanted to preserve his savings. Only the first three objectives had meeting rooms.
“What happens if these measures don’t stop the outflows?” I asked.
Stefan clicked his pen. “That’s above my level.”
“I’m asking generally.”
“Additional measures.”
“What sort?”
“Additional verification. Lower thresholds. Possibly temporary restrictions on certain categories.”
“So tighter controls.”
“If necessary.”
“And if those don’t work?”
“Irv, we’re not going to speculate.”
It wasn’t speculation. It was arithmetic. If a control failed, nobody proposed removing it. They proposed another control.
The economist I had been reading went further. He argued that advocates of economic control sometimes judged success differently from the people subject to the policy. If bureaucracy expanded, private choices became political choices, and authorities gained greater direction over economic activity, then poor economic performance did not necessarily mean failure from the perspective of those administering the system.
I wasn’t sure I accepted that. Ardania was not socialist in the old sense. Private companies existed. We had property rights. We had markets. My bank was privately owned.
The government merely regulated what we could do, controlled the currency we used, guaranteed our deposits, provided emergency liquidity, determined the interest-rate environment, and increasingly decided which transactions our customers were permitted to make. Private ownership had begun to resemble being allowed to keep your name on the door.
Still, one question from the article stayed with me. What if prosperity was no longer the test?
Businesses complained that price controls produced shortages. The government expanded the controls.
Landlords said rent restrictions reduced construction. The government tightened them.
Employers said payroll taxes discouraged hiring. The government raised payroll taxes to fund employment programmes.
Banks warned that capital controls would accelerate capital flight. The government imposed capital controls to prevent capital flight.
For years I had assumed this meant policymakers did not understand consequences. Recently another possibility had occurred to me. Perhaps they understood the consequences and ranked something else above them. Control.
The thought made me uncomfortable. So I called it simplistic. That usually helped.
The meeting finished shortly after ten thirty. I returned downstairs. The queue had shortened.
Petra looked at me. “Enjoy management?”
“No.”
“Good.”
My next customer was a small manufacturer named Dario Kelm. He made industrial valves. I knew nothing about industrial valves, which was appropriate because Dario knew nothing about banking and we had maintained a cordial relationship for seven years.
He sat down heavily. “They stopped the payment.”
“Which payment?”
“My supplier in Norland.”
Norland shared Ardania’s western frontier. Most Ardanians thought of it as a quiet neighbour useful for skiing, banking, and driving through on the way somewhere else.
I opened Dario’s account. Forty-two thousand crowns. PROTECTIVE PAUSE — IMPORT VERIFICATION
“What are you importing?”
“Seals.”
“What kind?”
“Rubber.”
“Domestic alternatives?”
He stared at me. “I’m sorry?”
“The form asks whether a domestic substitute exists.”
“If there were a domestic substitute, I wouldn’t be sending forty-two thousand crowns to Norland.”
“Fair.”
I clicked NO.
The next question appeared. IS THE IMPORT ESSENTIAL TO CONTINUED DOMESTIC PRODUCTION? “Yes.”
“You didn’t ask me.”
“I assumed.”
He leaned forward. “If I don’t get the seals, I stop making valves.”
I clicked YES. PROVIDE EVIDENCE OF PRODUCTION NECESSITY.
“What evidence can you provide?”
He spread his hands. “The valves leak without seals.”
“I don’t think that’s what they mean.”
“What do they mean?”
“I don’t know.”
“You’re the bank.”
“The bank didn’t design the form.”
“Who did?”
“I don’t know.”
“Someone knows.”
This was becoming less certain than it sounded.
I asked him for supplier invoices, production records, and existing orders. He had some on his phone. We uploaded them. The system responded: CENTRAL REVIEW — 5–7 BUSINESS DAYS
Dario stared. “I need the seals Thursday.”
“I’ll flag it urgent.”
“Will that help?”
Second time that morning. “I’ll call.”
“You know what happens if I don’t get them?”
“Production stops.”
“Twenty-seven people go home.”
“Temporarily.”
He looked at me. I regretted the word immediately. “You’ve been listening to your government.”
“I’m sorry.”
“No, really. Temporarily. Everything is temporary now. My payment is temporarily stopped. My factory temporarily stops. My workers are temporarily unpaid. Perhaps they can temporarily stop eating.”
“I said I’m sorry.”
He leaned back. “I’m not angry with you.”
That was worse again. Customers getting angry allowed us to classify them as difficult. Customers understanding that you were trapped too removed the defence.
“What am I supposed to do?” he asked.
I didn’t have an answer. “Can you buy the seals in Ardania?”
“No.”
“Can your supplier wait?”
“No.”
“Can you use another payment method?”
He looked at me. “What other payment method?”
Bitcoin occurred to me. Harry would have enjoyed that. It was still perfectly legal. Dario could theoretically buy Bitcoin through a licensed exchange, send it to his supplier if the supplier accepted it, and document the transaction. But advising a customer to change payment rails because the bank’s own government-mandated system had blocked a legitimate import seemed like the sort of initiative management discouraged.
“I’ll push the review,” I said.
Dario stood. “Thanks, Irv.”
He walked away. I looked at the screen. Twenty-seven employees. One delayed transfer. The policy protected domestic employment by preventing a domestic employer from buying the foreign component required to employ people domestically.
I searched the internal guidance. There was a section on strategic foreign reserves. A section on capital preservation. A section on national resilience. There was no checkbox labelled: WILL THIS POLICY MAKE ANYONE POORER? Perhaps the software team had forgotten it.
Just before lunch, Petra brought me an account alert. “Your favourite.”
“What?”
“Bitcoin.”
The customer was Mr Stefan Varga, forty-six, an electrical engineer. His salary entered the bank monthly. For the past eighteen months, on payday, he had transferred two hundred crowns to a licensed Bitcoin exchange. Nothing unusual. Last month, he increased it to five hundred. This month, twelve hundred.
The monitoring system had assigned him an elevated risk score. PATTERN: ACCELERATING DIGITAL-ASSET CONVERSION
ACTION: ENHANCED REVIEW OF OUTBOUND ACTIVITY
“His whole account?” I asked.
“Not frozen.”
“Good.”
“Foreign transfers and larger outbound payments require review.”
“Can he still buy Bitcoin?”
“Yes.”
“Can he send money domestically?”
“Yes.”
“Pay the mortgage?”
“Yes.”
“Withdraw cash?”
“Within fair-access rules.”
“So the Bitcoin purchase itself remains legal.”
“Yes.”
“But the bank now considers him riskier because he did more of it.”
“Apparently.”
“The computer knows?”
Petra shrugged. “The computer knows whatever we’re no longer expected to.”
Mr Varga arrived fifteen minutes later. He was remarkably calm.
“I assume you know why I’m here.”
“Your account has been moved into enhanced review.”
He smiled. “You practised that?”
“No.”
“You should. You almost said it with a straight face.”
I liked him immediately. This was professionally inconvenient. “Your recent transaction pattern triggered additional checks.”
“Because I buy Bitcoin.”
“Because the pattern changed.”
“I bought more.”
“Yes.”
“Bitcoin fell.”
“I know.”
“I buy more when it falls.”
“Apparently the bank finds that noteworthy.”
“The bank used to call it investing.”
“The bank prefers investments it sells.”
He smiled. “You said that.”
“I did.”
“Should I write it down?”
“No.”
He folded his hands. “Irv, I’ve banked here twelve years. Salary, mortgage, insurance. No overdraft. No missed payment. Why am I a risk?”
“You aren’t necessarily.”
“My account says I am.”
“The system identified activity requiring review.”
“Who built the system?”
“Novalytic.”
I thought of Harry. That was unpleasantly circular.
“And who told them what to identify?”
“The government framework.”
“So the government thinks I’m risky.”
“The government is trying to identify activity that may contribute to destabilising capital flows.”
“I bought twelve hundred crowns of Bitcoin.”
“Yes.”
“Last month I bought a sofa for eighteen hundred. Nobody reviewed my account.”
“The sofa was domestic consumption.”
“So if I spend the money, I’m responsible.”
“I didn’t say that.”
“If I save it in crowns, I’m responsible.”
“I didn’t say that either.”
“If I save it in Bitcoin, I’m destabilising the country.”
“The issue is aggregate flows.”
“Ah.”
He nodded. “My twelve hundred crowns are innocent alone but treasonous in company.”
I looked at the screen. “I’ll request the additional review be cleared.”
“How long?”
“I don’t know.”
“Can I keep buying Bitcoin?”
“Yes.”
“Legally?”
“Yes.”
“Can I withdraw it from the exchange?”
“That isn’t controlled by this bank once the transfer is approved.”
He nodded. “Good.”
Then he stood. “Tell me something.”
“If I can.”
“If the government isn’t worried about Bitcoin, why does it care when I buy it?”
I had no approved answer. He waited. Eventually I said: “Because enough people buying it affects demand for crowns.”
“So it isn’t Bitcoin they’re worried about.”
“What do you mean?”
“They’re worried about the crown.”
He left. The system remained open on my screen. CUSTOMER RISK SCORE: 68
I clicked the explanation. Foreign currency: low. Cash activity: low. Debt servicing: excellent. Income stability: high. Digital-asset activity: elevated.
The man became riskier as he reduced his dependence on us. That sentence stayed with me.
At lunch I ate at my desk. Maddy had packed lentil salad. There was a note taped to the container. Healthy husband = healthy future! ❤️
I looked at the heart for longer than necessary. Future. That word had become complicated. Maddy wanted a future. I wanted a future. We simply seemed to use different tenses. She believed our life was delayed. I was beginning to think it was being foreclosed.
I reopened the article I had been reading. Its argument remained more severe than I was comfortable with. It claimed that systems built around economic control were often not failures from the perspective of those running them.
If bureaucracy expanded, private decisions became political decisions, and authorities gained more power over economic outcomes, then poor economic performance did not necessarily mean the system had failed at its real objective.
I did not agree with everything. But I kept thinking about the past few weeks. The government’s stated objective was financial stability. Since the controls were announced, people had withdrawn more cash. Businesses had accelerated foreign purchases. Customers had bought more Bitcoin. Companies had searched for ways around payment restrictions. Confidence had declined.
From an economic perspective, the policy looked self-defeating. From another perspective, it was extraordinarily productive. We knew more about our customers than we had known before. Who wanted cash. Who had children abroad. Who bought Bitcoin. Who paid foreign suppliers. Who intended to travel. Who moved money frequently. Who did not.
Every failed transaction produced information. Every restriction required another form. Every form produced more data. Every piece of data justified further monitoring. Perhaps the system was not failing. Perhaps I had misunderstood what success looked like.
At two fifteen, Stefan appeared beside my desk. “Got five minutes?”
Managers asking whether you had five minutes rarely intended to return them. We went upstairs to his office. He closed the door. This increased the value of the five minutes.
“How are things downstairs?”
“Bad.”
He nodded. “That’s what I’m hearing.”
“Then why ask?”
“I want your assessment.”
“Customers are frightened. The rules are unclear. Central review is overwhelmed. We’re delaying legitimate transactions.”
“Examples?”
I gave him Dario’s supplier payment. Mrs Markovic’s tuition. Mr Varga’s Bitcoin review.
He listened. “All implementation issues.”
“No. At least some are policy issues.”
He frowned. “Explain.”
“If you restrict payments because capital is leaving, businesses can’t import. Then domestic production falls. That weakens the economy and encourages more capital to leave.”
“I understand the argument.”
“If we make customers nervous about buying Bitcoin, they don’t conclude Bitcoin is dangerous. They conclude the bank is.”
“You’re making your brother’s argument.”
I looked at him. “How do you know Harry’s argument?”
“You mention him.”
“I don’t mention him that much.”
“You once spent an entire lunch explaining why your brother thinks twelve words are more reliable than a central bank.”
“He has strong opinions.”
“So do you, apparently.”
“I have observations.”
“Those are opinions with data.”
He stood and went to the window. “Head office is creating a Financial Stability Compliance Unit.” I waited. “They need someone from retail operations.”
“Congratulations.”
He turned. “I’m recommending you.”
I laughed. He didn’t. “Oh.”
“It would be an acting appointment for three months initially.”
“What would I do?”
“Coordinate branch implementation. Review escalated cases. Liaise with central compliance. Help develop consistent procedures.”
“In other words, decide whose money gets stopped.”
“That’s not how I’d put it.”
“How would you put it?”
“Ensure proportionate application of the framework.”
I stared at him. “You’ve been practising too.”
“It’s a significant opportunity.”
“I don’t want to work in compliance.”
“You’d be Senior Manager grade.”
That got my attention. I disliked that it got my attention. “Salary?”
“Twenty-two percent increase.”
I sat back. Twenty-two percent. Maddy and I had calculated that another fifteen percent might bring the incinerator flat within reach. The apartment did not actually overlook the incinerator from every room. Only the bedroom and balcony. From the kitchen, you could see the access road.
“Bonus?”
“Yes.”
“Cash?”
He smiled. “Mostly.”
“Mostly?”
“Some Civic Credits.”
“Of course.”
“You’d have more predictable hours.”
“Compliance has predictable hours during a banking crisis?”
“More predictable than retail.”
“That’s a low threshold.”
“You’d be good at it.”
“Because I disagree with half the rules?”
“Because you understand customers.”
That silenced me. Stefan sat opposite. “Irv, here’s the reality. These controls are happening whether you like them or not.”
“I know.”
“Would you rather have the unit staffed entirely by people who see every exception as a threat?”
“No.”
“You’d have discretion.”
“How much?”
“Some.”
“That means not much.”
“It means more than you have downstairs.”
He slid a paper across the desk. ACTING SENIOR MANAGER — FINANCIAL STABILITY COMPLIANCE Three-month secondment. Salary adjustment. Potential permanent appointment.
I saw the amount. For several seconds, the government’s deterioration looked surprisingly good for my career. This was morally inconvenient. “When do you need an answer?”
“Tomorrow.”
“That’s not long.”
“The unit starts Wednesday.”
“Of course it does.”
“Talk to Madeleine.”
I looked at the document again. Twenty-two percent. Perhaps we could qualify for the flat. Perhaps we could finally leave the basement. Perhaps Maddy would stop treating children as something scheduled after conditions improved. Perhaps conditions were improving. For me. Because they were worsening for everyone else.
I folded the paper. “I’ll think about it.”
The basement apartment smelled of garlic when I arrived home. My mother was cooking upstairs. Maddy was cooking downstairs. Both were apparently preparing dinner. This happened occasionally and usually resulted in everyone eating twice or offending someone.
Our apartment consisted of a bedroom, bathroom, and one main room combining kitchen and sitting area. The separate outside door opened onto a narrow sunken passage beside the house, which allowed Maddy and me to come and go without crossing the main hallway. Estate agents would probably have called it independent garden access. There was no garden at that level. The small windows mostly showed people’s ankles.
Maddy sat on the sofa with her laptop. “How was work?”
“Busy.”
“Capital controls?”
“Liquidity preservation.”
She smiled. “Your father’s getting to you.”
“Apparently.”
She closed the computer. “I found another flat.”
I put down my bag. “Where?”
“Eastbridge.”
“Near the incinerator?”
“Energy recovery facility.”
“Oh God. They’ve got you too.”
“It isn’t that close.”
“Can you see it?”
“Only from one side.”
“Which side?”
“The bedroom.”
“Romantic.”
“It’s three hundred and sixty-five thousand.”
“That’s fifteen less.”
“Exactly.”
“Still impossible.”
“Maybe not.”
I sat opposite her. She noticed my expression. “What?”
“I’ve been offered a promotion.”
Her whole face changed. “What?”
“Acting promotion.”
“What does that mean?”
“Three months initially.”
“Doing what?”
“Financial Stability Compliance.”
She stared. “That’s wonderful.”
“Is it?”
“Of course it is.”
“It’s the unit enforcing the new controls.”
“Someone has to.”
“That’s not usually the opening line of a dream job.”
“How much more?”
I told her. Her eyes widened. “Irv.”
“I know.”
“That’s huge.”
“It’s twenty-two percent.”
“We could qualify.”
“I knew you’d say that.”
“For the flat.”
“I know which flat.”
She stood and came over to me. “This is exactly what we’ve been waiting for.”
The sentence hurt more than it should have. “What have we been waiting for?”
“Financial stability.”
I laughed.
“What?”
“Nothing.”
“No, why is that funny?”
“I’m being promoted into Financial Stability so we can achieve financial stability.”
She smiled. “Then the system works.”
I looked at her. She meant it lightly. Perhaps kindly. But the sentence landed somewhere unpleasant.
“The system works.”
“What?”
“Nothing.”
“You’re doing that thing.”
“What thing?”
“Where you disagree but make me drag it out of you.”
“I spent all day watching people get stopped from using their own money.”
“Because of the emergency.”
“A woman may miss her daughter’s university tuition deadline.”
“There must be an exception.”
“There is. She applied for it.”
“So it’ll be approved.”
“Maybe after the deadline.”
Maddy sat beside me. “That’s an implementation problem.”
I looked at her. “Those exact words were used today.”
“Because they’re probably true.”
“A manufacturer can’t pay his supplier.”
“Same thing.”
“If he doesn’t get the parts, twenty-seven people stop working.”
“Then the government should prioritise essential imports.”
“Which means somebody in Central City decides which imports are essential.”
“That’s what government is for.”
“Is it?”
“To coordinate things individuals can’t coordinate alone, yes.”
“The manufacturer had already coordinated it. He found the supplier, negotiated the price, built the business, hired the workers, and placed the order. The government entered at the final stage and stopped the payment.”
“Because the foreign reserves are under pressure.”
“Why?”
“You know why.”
“Do I?”
She looked at me. “Vaskia. Speculation. Wealthy people moving money. The same things everyone knows.”
“What if people are moving money because they don’t trust what the government is doing?”
“Then moving it makes the problem worse.”
“And stopping them makes them trust the government?”
“It gives the government time to stabilise things.”
“How?”
She sighed. “Irv, I don’t want to spend the evening arguing about macroeconomics.”
“Neither do I.”
“You sound like Harry.”
This annoyed me. Mostly because she was right. “Harry isn’t wrong about everything.”
“I didn’t say he was.”
“You usually imply it.”
“He thinks Bitcoin solves civilisation.”
“He doesn’t.”
“He talks about it as though it does.”
“He’s serious about leaving.”
The words no longer surprised her. “I know.”
“He applied to Senda Systems.”
“I know that too.”
I looked at her. “How?”
“You told me last night.”
I had. We had been lying in bed when I mentioned it. The entire family had spent Sunday afternoon discussing Costa Verde upstairs while Maddy and I walked around Westbridge Park. By evening, enough of it had filtered down to make secrecy pointless.
“Malcolm wants to go too,” I said.
“He’s twenty-one.”
“He’s already looked at the university.”
“Of course he has.”
“He says he doesn’t see a future here.”
“Twenty-one-year-olds aren’t supposed to see a future. They’re supposed to complain until one appears.”
I smiled despite myself. “You sound like my mother.”
“Good.”
She touched my hand. “Your family is frightened.”
“Are you?”
“No.”
“Not at all?”
“I’m concerned.”
“What’s the difference?”
“Concern makes you prepare. Fear makes you run.”
I thought about what I had told Malcolm on Friday. And what I had told Maddy the previous night.
“If I were single,” I said, “I’d probably be looking abroad too.”
Her hand left mine. “I know.”
The words landed harder than I expected. “You remember?”
“You told me.”
“I know. I just…”
“Wanted to hear yourself say it again?”
“No.”
She watched me. “You’re not single.”
“I know.”
“Do you wish you were?”
“No.”
The answer came quickly because it was true. She relaxed slightly. “I love you.”
“I know.”
“I don’t want to leave you.”
“Then don’t.”
“That isn’t what I meant.”
“I know exactly what you meant.”
She stood and walked towards the tiny kitchen. The garlic was beginning to burn. She turned down the heat. I watched her. I loved Madeleine. That was the inconvenient fact around which every other fact had to arrange itself.
Harry could talk about capital controls. Malcolm could talk about Costa Verde. My father could talk about temporary measures. But none of them slept beside Maddy. None of them knew the sound she made when she laughed unexpectedly. None of them knew she always left half an inch of coffee in a cup because the last sip was “too cold to be worth the effort.” None of them had married her.
Leaving a country was geography. Leaving a wife was something else. I got up and joined her in the kitchen. “There’s another thing.”
“What?”
“The promotion.”
“Yes?”
“If I took it… would that change anything?”
She looked genuinely confused. “About what?”
“Us.”
“What about us?”
“Children.”
Her face closed slightly. I hated how quickly it happened. “We talked about this.”
“We’ve talked around it.”
“Irv.”
“You said we needed stability.”
“We do.”
“The promotion is more money.”
“Yes.”
“We could qualify for the flat.”
“Possibly.”
“We’d be out of the basement.”
“Yes.”
“So…”
“So what?”
“You know what.”
She turned away. “I don’t want a baby to be the reward for your promotion.”
“I didn’t say reward.”
“It sounds like one. Earn twenty-two percent more and unlock parenthood.”
“That’s not fair.”
“Neither is asking me to make a decision because your salary changed.”
“You’ve said money was one of the reasons.”
“One.”
“What are the others?”
She turned back. “My work. My life. The country. Everything that’s happening.”
“The country?”
“Now you’re arguing both sides.”
“What do you mean?”
“Five minutes ago you said Ardania is falling apart. Now you’re asking why I don’t want to bring a child into it.”
That stopped me. “Fair.”
She folded her arms. “Besides, I like my work.”
“I know.”
“I don’t want to disappear.”
“You won’t.”
“You don’t know that.”
“Having a child isn’t disappearing.”
“For you.”
There it was. The argument from Sunday dinner. The red family. The blue family. Harry and Sophie’s theories had sounded faintly ridiculous while we were eating stew. They sounded different in the basement.
“I want children,” I said.
“I know.”
“Not because I’m following some family tradition.”
“I know.”
“I want them with you.”
Her expression softened. “I know.”
“Then I need to understand whether you’re saying not yet or no.”
She looked at the frying pan. Garlic, onions, and tomatoes had formed a sauce. “Not now.”
“That’s not what I asked.”
“It’s the answer I have.”
I nodded. There was nothing else to do. She touched my cheek. “Take the promotion.”
“Why?”
“Because you’re good at your job.”
“I’m being promoted for implementing policies I think are wrong.”
“Then make them better.” I laughed once. “What?”
“That was Stefan’s argument.”
“It’s a good argument.”
“Is it?”
“Would you rather someone cruel do it?”
“No.”
“Then you can protect people.”
“From the policy.”
“If necessary.”
“The policy I’m enforcing.”
She looked at me. “Irv, this is what responsible people do. They don’t run away because institutions are imperfect. They stay and improve them.”
The sentence was reasonable. Almost every dangerous sentence in Ardania had begun reasonably. I did not say that.
Instead I opened the refrigerator. “What are you making?”
“Pasta.”
“Are we eating upstairs?”
“Your mother sent a message saying dinner is at seven.”
“So why are you making pasta?”
“I started before she messaged.”
“We ate lunch at three.”
“I’m hungry.”
“What do we do with this?”
“Eat some.”
“Then eat again upstairs?”
“Yes.”
“This family is going to survive the economic crisis through excessive caloric reserves.”
Maddy smiled. “That’s the spirit.”
I kissed her. For several minutes, we returned to being ourselves. That was the strange thing about countries deteriorating. People still had to eat. Laundry still needed folding. Couples still argued about children. Someone still had to decide whether garlic had burned. History might be occurring outside, but dinner remained surprisingly insistent.
Later that evening, Maddy opened an apartment listing again. She sat beside me on the sofa. “Look.”
A photograph showed the living room. White walls. Large windows. A narrow balcony.
“Nice,” I said.
“That’s a real reaction?”
“It’s nice.”
“Two bedrooms.”
“I thought it had one.”
“This is another one.”
“How much?”
“Four hundred and ten.”
“No.”
“With your promotion…”
“No.”
“Just look.”
I looked. The second bedroom was small. A child’s room. The advertisement had staged it with a wooden crib beneath the window. I wondered whether Maddy had noticed. Of course she had. She scrolled past quickly. The balcony faced a row of trees. No incinerator.
“Better view,” I said.
“Much.”
“Still too expensive.”
“Maybe prices will come down.”
“They’ve been saying that for years.”
“Maybe your salary will go up.”
“It just did.”
“If you accept.”
I looked at the folded appointment letter on the table. Three months. Twenty-two percent. Senior Manager. Financial Stability Compliance. “Do you want me to take it?”
“Yes.”
“Because of the flat?”
“Partly.”
“And because you think I’ll be good at it?”
“Yes.”
“And because you think the controls are necessary?”
She hesitated. “Yes.”
I nodded. There was our problem in three answers. She regarded the controls as unfortunate tools required to preserve a decent society. I was beginning to suspect the tools were becoming the society.
After Maddy went to bed, I remained on the sofa. I opened my laptop. There were three unread emails from work. One from Stefan.
Please confirm acceptance by 09:00 tomorrow.
One from HR. ACTING APPOINTMENT — FINANCIAL STABILITY COMPLIANCE
And one sent automatically to all employees. OUR SHARED RESPONSIBILITY DURING THE NATIONAL FINANCIAL CHALLENGE
I opened the last one first. It reminded employees that the bank had a duty to support government stabilisation efforts. Staff were warned against public comments that could undermine confidence in financial institutions. We were expected to demonstrate constructive alignment with national economic objectives.
I read that phrase twice. Constructive alignment. It was not yet a loyalty oath. It was not even a requirement to agree. It merely suggested that disagreement should be constructive. And aligned.
I closed the email. Then I reopened the economist’s article. The argument irritated me as much on the second reading as on the first. Perhaps that was why I kept reading it.
I had always believed policy disputes were arguments about methods. Everyone wanted roughly the same thing. Prosperity. Security. Rising living standards.
Some favoured more government. Others favoured markets. You compared results, corrected mistakes, and adjusted. That was how reasonable people behaved.
But what if the objective itself changed? What if a government discovered that every crisis granted powers ordinary times would never permit? What if every failed intervention justified another intervention? What if every problem caused by control became evidence that there had not yet been enough control?
Then arguments about prosperity might miss the point completely. You could show that a policy reduced investment. They could agree. You could show that it created shortages. They could acknowledge the figures. You could demonstrate that businesses closed. They might even commission a report. And then they could continue anyway.
Because perhaps the question was no longer: Does this make people wealthier? Perhaps it had become: Does this make society easier to direct?
I looked towards the bedroom. Maddy slept ten feet away. My parents were two flights above us. Harry was upstairs too, probably checking Bitcoin while brushing his teeth. Malcolm was perhaps researching Costa Verde.
The entire family was contained within one house. I should have found that comforting. Instead, I remembered what I had told Malcolm. And what I had told Maddy. If I were single, I would already be looking.
I had meant looking for a job. Looking at another country. Looking for a way out. But I was not single. And I did not want to be.
I looked at the promotion letter again. Maybe Maddy was right. If these measures were going to exist, better to have someone inside who understood what they did to ordinary people. I could approve Mrs Markovic’s tuition. I could release Dario’s supplier payment. I could remove unnecessary reviews from customers like Varga. I could make the rules proportionate. I could protect people from the worst applications of them.
Perhaps institutions became cruel only when decent people abandoned them. That was a comforting idea. It was also an excellent reason to accept a promotion.
I opened Stefan’s email. My fingers hovered over the keyboard. Then I typed: Stefan, I accept the acting appointment.
I stopped. The words looked too enthusiastic. I changed them. I am willing to accept the three-month acting appointment, subject to the terms discussed.
Better. Not commitment. Temporary. I almost laughed. Everything was temporary now. I sent it.
A response arrived less than a minute later. Excellent. Knew we could count on you.
Beneath Stefan’s message was his automatic signature: National Commerce Bank
Prudence — Security — Trust
I closed the laptop. For the first time that day, I understood why the old words above the entrance had survived. They were not a description. They were a request.
I turned off the light and went to bed beside my wife. I told myself I had accepted the job because twenty-two percent mattered. Because we needed a home. Because I wanted children. Because Maddy deserved better than my parents’ basement. Because someone reasonable needed to be inside the new system. Because perhaps I could make it more humane.
All of those things were true. That was what worried me.
Chapter Seven
Costa Verde Calling
I am Harold Vale on payroll documents, Harry to everyone who knows me, and apparently H. Vale — Potential Flight Risk to at least one government database. I didn't know about the last designation yet. It would have saved time if I had.
By Wednesday morning, my application to Senda Systems in Costa Verde had advanced from Application Received to Interview Requested, which was the most encouraging thing that had happened to me all week.
The least encouraging was an email from Novalytic informing us that thirty percent of our next salary payment would be made in Civic Credits. It had been twenty. No explanation accompanied the increase beyond: In support of the National Economic Resilience Programme, Novalytic Systems is proud to deepen its participation in the Civic Compensation Partnership. Whenever a company announced that it was proud of something employees hadn't requested, there was usually a cost involved.
I showed the email to Tomas. He read it twice. "Thirty percent."
"Yes."
"Can I decline?"
"No."
"Then partnership may not be the word."
"Participation is also questionable."
He scrolled down. "Good news. Civic Credits can now be used at more than fourteen thousand participating merchants."
"Can you pay your mortgage?"
"No."
"Rent?"
"No."
"Electricity?"
"Yes."
"That's something."
"Only the domestic portion."
"What does that mean?"
"I have no idea."
We looked at each other. This was happening more frequently in Ardania: two reasonably educated adults reading a government rule written in their native language and discovering that neither could explain it.
Tomas continued reading. "Unused credits expire after six months."
"To encourage circulation."
"Thank God. I was worried I might save them." He returned the telephone. "How's Costa Verde?"
"I have an interview."
He stopped smiling. "Seriously?"
"Tomorrow."
"For the payment-systems job?"
"Yes."
"Video?"
"Yes."
"From here?"
"That's generally how video works."
"You know what I mean."
I did. Our office network logged every website, every connection, and possibly every thought that occurred while the webcam was active. I wasn't going to interview for a foreign job using company equipment. "I'm doing it from home."
"What time?"
"Seven thirty tomorrow night."
“After work?"
"That's the idea."
"Does Sophie know?"
"Yes."
"Your father?"
"No."
"Your mother?"
"Not exactly."
"Malcolm?"
"Probably."
He nodded.
"That's how families work."
The interview invitation contained the usual material: Please ensure you have a stable internet connection. Allow approximately forty-five minutes. The interview will include technical and practical questions.
There was no personality inventory. No diversity statement. No request to explain my commitment to Costa Verdean social values. No declaration regarding misinformation. No paragraph asking whether I was comfortable receiving part of my salary in government-approved consumption credits. I suspected an oversight.
That evening, Sophie came into my room carrying her laptop and a paper bag containing pastries. She closed the door behind her. "Your father saw me come upstairs."
"What did he say?"
"Nothing."
"Good."
"He looked at his watch."
"Less good."
"I think we've passed the point where he genuinely believes I sleep in Malcolm's room."
"He doesn't want confirmation."
"Neither do I."
She placed the pastries on the desk. "I brought interview food."
"My interview is tomorrow."
"Then don't eat it."
"What is it?"
"Chocolate croissant."
"I can see that."
"Then why ask?"
"I meant why is it interview food?"
"Because you become unpleasant when nervous and hungry."
"I'm not nervous."
"You reorganized your desktop."
I looked at the computer. "I needed to clean it up."
"You created a folder called OLD DESKTOP."
"That is cleaning."
"You moved all the mess into one place."
"That is also how governments work."
She laughed and sat on the bed. I opened the interview email. "Senda Systems."
"I looked them up."
"Of course you did."
"They're about eighty people. Payments infrastructure, merchant software, remittance systems, and Lightning integration."
"You've done research."
"I may someday be married to an obsessive software developer. Self-defence requires preparation."
"They have clients in North America, Costa Verde, Gallia, and several South American countries."
"Profitable?"
"Apparently."
"Venture funded?"
"Partly. But revenue positive."
"Good."
I looked at her. "You understand that?"
"I work with architects. We spend our lives around projects that lose money."
"Fair."
She turned her laptop towards me. "I've been looking too."
The screen showed job listings in Costa Verde. Architectural technician. Project coordinator. Residential design assistant. Planning consultant. "I thought you were waiting until I knew more."
"I was."
"And?"
"You know more."
"I have an interview."
"Exactly."
"That isn't much."
"It's more than we had last week."
She clicked one of the listings. "Look at this."
The company was based in Puerto Alba and designed mid-rise housing developments along the coast.
"They've completed twelve residential buildings in three years."
"Is that unusual?"
"In Ardania, completing the application paperwork for twelve buildings would take three years."
"Planning rules?"
"Different."
"Less strict?"
"Much."
"Good?"
She tilted her head. "Depends."
She showed me a photograph. The building was white concrete with blue glass balconies, orange awnings, and something on the roof resembling the bridge of a cruise ship.
"Oh."
"Freedom," Sophie said, "apparently permits ugly balconies."
"You don't like it?"
"It has seven architectural ideas and six should have been stopped at the border."
"I thought you wanted fewer planning restrictions."
"I do."
"Then people can build what they want."
"I reserve the right to dislike what they want."
"That's freedom too."
"Exactly. Costa Verde is already working."
She moved to another project. This one was better. Simple stucco walls. Shaded terraces. Trees. "The planning approval took eleven weeks."
"Eleven?"
"Our firm has one building in Eastbridge that's been in planning for twenty-six months."
"Why?"
"Parking ratio, shadow impact, affordable-housing contribution, environmental review, neighbourhood consultation, revised environmental review, transport study, social-mix assessment, and a disagreement over whether the bicycle storage has sufficient access to natural light."
"Bicycles need natural light?"
"Ardanian bicycles do."
"I didn't know."
"They become depressed."
I sat beside her. "Would you apply?"
"Maybe."
"Maybe?"
"I want to know what happens with you first."
"You don't have to follow me."
She closed the laptop. "We've discussed this."
"I know."
"I'm coming with you if you go."
"I know."
"Then stop offering me opportunities to prove it."
I smiled. "I don't want you giving up your career because of me."
"I'm not giving it up."
"You'd have to leave your job."
"I can find another."
"What if you don't?"
"Then I don't."
I looked at her. She continued before I could argue. "Harry, I like architecture. I don't worship it."
"I know."
"And if we have children..."
She paused. That got my attention. "When."
She smiled. "Fine. When we have children, I don't necessarily want to hand a six-month-old baby to someone else for ten hours a day because we need two full-time salaries to pay for a two-bedroom flat."
"We wouldn't have to."
"In Ardania, we probably would."
Neither of us said anything for a moment. She reopened her laptop. "I looked at salaries."
"For architecture?"
"For you."
"You know the range."
"I looked at the cost of living too." She had made a spreadsheet. I stared at her. "What?"
"You made a spreadsheet."
"I am capable of learning from the enemy."
"How many tabs?"
"Three."
"Amateur."
She turned it towards me. There were estimates for rent, food, utilities, healthcare, transport, and taxes.
"What salary did you use?"
"The bottom of Senda's advertised range."
I looked at the total. Then looked again. "That can't be right."
"It is."
"Rent is that low?"
"Outside central Puerto Alba."
"For two bedrooms?"
"Yes."
"What's wrong with it?"
"Nothing obvious."
"Neighbourhood?"
"Fine."
"Crime?"
"Lower than Central City."
"Transport?"
"Unreliable."
"There it is."
She smiled. "Apparently buses are the price of liberty."
I ran through the numbers. Even at the low end of the salary range, we could rent a decent apartment, pay for private health coverage, eat normally, save money and still have more left each month than I currently managed to save living in my parents' house. "That's insane."
"No. Ardania is insane."
"I make a decent salary."
"I know."
"And live with my parents."
"I know."
"And we're not even paying rent."
"I've noticed."
"Where does the money go?"
"Tax."
"Yes."
"Compulsory pension."
"Yes."
"Health contribution."
"Yes."
"Civic Credits."
"Now."
"Transport."
"Yes."
"Food."
"Occasionally."
"Bitcoin."
"That is savings."
"I know."
I looked at the figures again. "If I got this job..."
"Yes."
"You could choose not to work."
Her expression changed. "I could."
"Not forever."
"Maybe for a while."
"When we have children."
"When." She smiled again.
"That matters to me."
"I know."
"No, I mean the choice matters."
She touched the screen. "Here, we talk about women having choices, but economically there isn't much choice. If I don't work, we can't afford housing. If I do work and we have a baby, childcare takes a huge portion of my salary."
"You could work part-time."
"My firm doesn't do meaningful part-time. They do full-time work for part-time money."
“We could manage in Costa Verde on one salary.”
“According to these numbers.”
“Even with a child.”
“Probably.”
“Or more than one.”
I looked at her. “How many more?”
She smiled. “I don’t know. Two, three, maybe.”
“Three?”
“Why do you sound surprised? You were the one suggesting three.”
“I thought I was negotiating down from an ambitious opening position.”
“You may have underestimated me.”
“I thought you said one might be lonely.”
“I did. Because I was one.”
That stopped me.
Sophie looked back at the screen. “I used to hate it sometimes. No brother to annoy me. No sister to complain about. Nobody else at the table who understood exactly why my parents were being unreasonable.”
“Your parents were unreasonable?”
“Obviously. They were parents.”
“Fair.”
“I had friends. Cousins occasionally. But they went home. I always wanted the sort of house where someone was arguing upstairs and somebody else was stealing food from the refrigerator.”
“You've chosen the correct family.”
“I noticed.”
“So three?”
“Possibly.”
“Four?”
“Don’t get carried away.”
“You've moved the negotiating range.”
“I said I wanted several children. I didn’t say I wanted to establish a village.”
I smiled. “Several is at least three.”
“According to whom?”
“Normal usage.”
“You’re not bringing a dictionary into family planning.”
“I could make a spreadsheet.”
“Then we’re having one.” I laughed.
She looked at the numbers again. “I might still want to work. Maybe part-time. Maybe freelance. Maybe I take two or three years off. I don’t know yet.”
“You’d be good at home.”
She turned towards me. “What does that mean?”
I immediately detected danger. “With children.”
“Better.”
“I meant you’d be a good mother.”
“Much better.”
“I wasn’t suggesting you belong in the kitchen.”
“Excellent recovery.”
“My mother would never allow you control of the kitchen anyway.”
“True.”
“She doesn’t trust your dishwasher technique.”
“No one should live under that level of scrutiny.”
I reached for her hand. “I like the idea that we wouldn’t have to decide now.”
She squeezed my fingers. “That’s the point.”
“You could work.”
“Yes.”
“Or stay home for a while.”
“Yes.”
“Or do both.”
“Yes.”
“And we could have three children.”
She looked at me. “Possibly.”
“Four?”
“Harry.”
“I’m clarifying the upper boundary.”
“There is no upper boundary until you stop talking.”
I stopped. She smiled and looked back at the screen. “I like the idea that we could choose.”
“So do I.”
In Ardania, choice had become something the government mentioned often while narrowing the number available. Costa Verde seemed to work the other way around. Nobody promised choices. They simply left more of them alone.
At seven twenty the following evening, I was sitting at my childhood desk wearing a white shirt, dark trousers, and no shoes. Video interviews had improved professional clothing by fifty percent.
Sophie sat on the bed behind the laptop, outside the camera frame. "You can't stay there."
"I won't make a sound."
"You'll make faces."
"I do that anyway."
"I'll see you."
"Look at the screen."
"Go downstairs."
"For forty-five minutes?"
"Read."
"What?"
"Anything."
"Can I take your Kindle?"
I looked at her. She smiled. "Fine."
She kissed me. "Good luck."
"Thank you."
"And Harry?"
"Yes?"
"Don't ask about Bitcoin before they do."
"I wasn't going to."
"You were."
"I might."
"Don't."
She slipped out. At seven twenty-nine, I joined the call. A man appeared on screen. He looked around forty, dark-haired, open-collared shirt, no jacket. Behind him was a window overlooking palm trees and a strip of blue water. Either Costa Verde was attractive or Senda had invested heavily in background software.
"Harold?"
"Harry."
"Good. I'm Mateo Alvarez."
"Nice to meet you."
"Likewise. Can you hear me?"
"Perfectly."
"Excellent. That's already better than yesterday's interview."
He looked away from the camera. "One second."
He shouted something in Spanish. A dog barked. Then he returned. "Sorry. Delivery."
"No problem."
"Where are you?"
"Westbridge. Ardania."
"I know Ardania."
"Have you been?"
"No."
This appeared to be the complete extent of his knowledge. He opened my résumé. "You're at Novalytic."
"Yes."
"Payment systems integration."
"Mostly."
"Government contracts?"
"Increasingly."
He smiled. "That's why you're applying?"
"Partly."
"I was joking."
"I wasn't."
He laughed. "All right. Good start."
This was already unlike an Ardanian interview. At Novalytic, jokes by candidates were treated as evidence of insufficient seriousness unless made by senior management.
Mateo looked at the résumé for another few seconds. "I don't care much about your university marks. You graduated eight years ago. If they're still the most interesting thing about you, we have a bigger problem."
"I agree."
"Tell me what you built recently."
I explained the payment-integration system. He asked technical questions. Not conceptual buzzwords. Actual questions. How had we handled duplicate events? What happened if an upstream system failed after receiving a request but before acknowledging it? How did we maintain idempotency? How had I designed reconciliation? What would I change if starting again?
I answered. He interrupted when I became too abstract. "Show me."
I shared the whiteboard. For fifteen minutes, we discussed event queues, failure states, duplicate transactions, and database consistency.
I forgot I was being interviewed. This was either very good or catastrophic. At one point he challenged a design choice. "Why would you use synchronous confirmation there?"
"Because the regulator requires immediate status."
"Technically requires or politically requires?"
"In Ardania, the distinction is becoming theoretical."
He laughed again. "Okay. If there were no regulatory requirement?"
"Asynchronous."
"Why?"
I explained. He nodded. "Good."
Then he closed the technical document. "Can you work independently?"
"Yes."
"Everyone says yes."
"Then why ask?" I said with a smile.
"Good point."
He leaned back. "Suppose you're responsible for a service. It's two in the morning. It begins rejecting fifteen percent of payments. I'm asleep."
"Lucky you."
"What do you do?"
"Determine whether we're losing data or only availability."
"Then?"
"Mitigate first. Diagnose second if mitigation is safe."
"What if you can't reach anyone?"
"I make the decision."
"What if it's wrong?"
"I document why I made it, fix it, and learn."
"Good."
That appeared to satisfy him. No question about whether I would wait for approval from a director. No scenario requiring an escalation committee. No discussion of constructive alignment.
He looked down again. "You mention Bitcoin."
"Yes."
"How much do you know?"
"Protocol level or practical?"
He smiled. "Better answer than expected. Both."
We spent another ten minutes discussing UTXOs, Lightning, self-custody, and payment channels. I was careful not to sound like MonetaryWolf. This required restraint.
Mateo finally said, "You actually use it."
"Yes."
"Good. Half the applicants put Bitcoin on their résumé because they once bought something on an exchange."
"I self-custody."
"Hardware wallet?"
"Yes."
"Seed backup?"
"Yes."
"Don't tell me where."
"I wasn't going to."
"Then we may hire you."
I laughed. He looked at the time. "Questions for me?"
This was the part I had prepared. "Salary."
"Good place to start."
He gave me the range. It matched the advertisement. "Paid in dollars?"
"Dollars by default."
"Bitcoin?"
"Optional."
"What percentage?"
"Whatever you choose."
"Up to?"
"One hundred."
I hesitated.
"One hundred?"
"Yes."
"You can pay an employee entirely in Bitcoin?"
"Of course."
"No restriction?"
"Why would there be?"
I had prepared several arguments. They were suddenly unemployed. "I assumed there might be payroll rules."
"There are payroll rules. We report compensation and withhold the relevant taxes."
"But you can denominate it in Bitcoin?"
"Yes."
"Does the central bank..."
"We don't have one."
"Yes, of course."
"Then who would object?"
"I don't know."
He smiled. "You may be paid entirely in Bitcoin if you enjoy explaining yourself to your landlord."
"So landlords don't all accept it."
Mateo laughed. "Harry, Costa Verde is a country, not a conference."
"Fair."
"Bitcoin is common. Not universal. My landlord wants dollars. My mechanic wants Bitcoin. The woman who cleans our office wants cash. My dentist takes everything except Bitcoin because he says the price moves too much between drilling and payment."
"Reasonable."
"He's not reasonable. He also doesn't believe in anaesthetic." I wasn't sure whether he was joking.
"Most employees take part in dollars, part in Bitcoin," he continued. "Whatever works."
"Is there a compulsory pension deduction?"
"Social contribution, yes. Small. Basic retirement and health coverage."
"I mean is there a government-mandated pension fund that invests a fixed percentage of salary?"
"No."
"Employer retirement plan?"
"Optional private plan."
"Can I opt out?"
"Yes."
"And work for foreign clients?"
He frowned. "As a side job?"
"Potentially."
"If it doesn't conflict with us."
"Government approval?"
His frown deepened. "For freelance work?"
"Yes."
"Why would the government care?"
"In Ardania, outside foreign earnings have reporting and currency-repatriation requirements."
Mateo stared at me for several seconds. "I'm sorry. Currency what?"
"If you earn foreign currency, some categories have to be converted into crowns."
"Why?"
"To support national reserves."
"Your government makes you sell the money you earned?"
"In some cases."
"At market rate?"
"Official rate."
"Is that the market rate?"
"No."
He sat back. "Harry."
"Yes?"
"You're making this job sound less like recruitment and more like asylum."
"It's not that bad."
"Everything you've asked so far suggests you think your employer needs permission to pay you, you need permission to save, and the government needs to approve a second client."
"When you say it all together, it sounds worse."
"Things often do."
He shook his head. "Here, you work. We pay you. You pay taxes. If you want to save dollars, save dollars. If you want Bitcoin, buy Bitcoin. If you want to freelance on weekends, don't steal our clients."
"That's it?"
"This is not rocket surgery."
I smiled. "Rocket science."
"Not in my family."
"What?"
"My grandfather always says rocket surgery."
"He mixed two expressions."
"Yes. He has done it for forty years. We're tired."
I liked Mateo. This was dangerous. It was easier to leave a country when the alternative remained theoretical. Mateo had just given Costa Verde a face. "How about working hours?" I asked.
"You're in software."
"Meaning?"
"Sometimes bad."
"How bad?"
"If we launch something, you may work late. If production breaks, you work until it doesn't. Otherwise I don't care whether you're at a desk at eight in the morning."
"Remote?"
"Three days remote if you want. Fully remote after six months depending on team."
"From inside Costa Verde?"
"For tax purposes, mostly."
"Digital nomad outside?"
"Possible for part of the year."
"Approval?"
"By us, so we know where you're working."
"Not government."
"Harry, you really need to stop asking that."
"I know."
"No, seriously. It's making me depressed." He glanced at the clock. "One concern."
"What's that?"
"Relocation."
"I can relocate."
"When?"
That was harder. "How soon do you need someone?"
"Six weeks."
"Six?"
"Maximum. We have a payments launch in two months. I need the new developer onboarded before final testing."
I felt something shift. Until then, the interview had been information. Six weeks turned it into time. "I could do six."
"Could you?"
"Yes."
"Partner?"
"Girlfriend. Fiancée eventually."
"Eventually?"
"Long story."
"She comes?"
"Yes."
"Good." He made a note. "Next step is a technical interview with our CTO and one other engineer. If that goes well, we make a decision quickly."
"How quickly?"
"Two or three days." I nodded. "Any problem with background checks?"
"No."
"Criminal record?"
"No."
"Government clearance?"
"I have access to public-sector systems through Novalytic."
He raised an eyebrow. "Will leaving create a problem?"
"I don't think so."
That was the first dishonest answer I gave him. Not because I knew leaving would create a problem. Because I had stopped trusting the phrase I don't think so.
Mateo smiled. "Good talking to you, Harry."
"You too."
The call ended.I remained looking at my own face on the black screen. Behind me, the door opened. Sophie entered holding my Kindle. "Well?"
"I think it went well."
"How well?"
"Second interview."
Her face lit up. "When?"
"Probably tomorrow or Friday."
She sat beside me. "What was he like?"
"Normal."
"That's a strange compliment."
"It felt unusual."
"What did he ask?"
"Technical questions."
"Obviously."
"About systems I've actually built."
"How revolutionary."
"He asked whether I could solve problems independently."
"And?"
"I said no, I need a ministry committee."
She nudged me. "What else?"
"Bitcoin."
"You brought it up."
"He did."
"I don't believe you."
"He did."
"And?"
"They'll pay any percentage in Bitcoin."
"Any?"
"Up to a hundred."
"Would you?"
"No."
"Good."
"Probably twenty."
"Harry."
"Fifteen."
"We haven't moved yet."
"Fine."
She smiled. "What about pensions?"
"I asked."
"Of course."
"Optional private retirement."
"Foreign clients?"
"Allowed."
"Capital controls?"
"He didn't understand the question."
She became quiet. "Really?"
"He genuinely didn't understand why the government would care."
"What about the salary?"
I told her. She already knew the range, but hearing someone offer the possibility made the number different. "And six weeks," I said.
"What?"
"I'd have to relocate within six weeks."
Her expression changed. "From the offer?"
"If I get it."
"Six weeks from when?"
"I assume acceptance."
She looked towards the bedroom door. Six weeks. My father downstairs defending temporary restrictions. Irv beneath us implementing them. Maddy still believing institutions would improve if responsible people stayed. Malcolm ready to leave tomorrow if the Wi-Fi was satisfactory. My mother scanning family photographs. Six weeks was not long enough to persuade everyone. It was much too long to pretend nothing was happening.
Sophie took my hand. "We can do six weeks."
"Us."
"Yes."
"What about everyone else?"
"We've discussed this."
"I know."
"You're doing it again."
"What?"
"Turning your job offer into a referendum for the Vale family."
"They're my family."
"And we will try."
"Try what?"
"To convince them."
"And if we can't?"
She didn't answer. She didn't need to.
I reached Novalytic the next morning at nine twelve. For once, I was actually late. Tomas looked at the clock. "Foreign influence."
"Shut up."
"How did it go?"
"Second interview."
His expression changed. "Really?"
"Yes."
"Salary?"
I told him. He stared. "No."
"Yes."
"After tax?"
I gave him the rough number. He sat back. "I hate you."
"You already own a house."
"The bank owns most of it."
"You have walls."
"You have parents."
"Not equivalent."
He looked around. "Six weeks?"
"How did you know?"
"I didn't. I was guessing."
"Six weeks."
"Damn."
I logged into my computer. A mandatory HR acknowledgement occupied the screen.
UPDATED INFORMATION SECURITY AND NATIONAL RESILIENCE POLICY
ACKNOWLEDGEMENT REQUIRED BEFORE SYSTEM ACCESS
"What's this?"
Tomas pointed at his monitor. "Morning gift."
I opened the document. Employees were reminded that Novalytic handled critical national infrastructure. Foreign employment discussions involving competitors or firms in sensitive technology sectors had to be declared if they created a conflict of interest. Public statements undermining confidence in client systems could constitute misconduct. Unapproved transfer of technical information outside Ardania could result in dismissal or prosecution.
And, in a new section: Employees with access to Critical Financial Infrastructure must notify Human Resources of planned permanent relocation outside Ardania during active project assignments.
I read it again. "Was that there yesterday?"
"No."
"Since when does HR approve emigration?"
"They don't."
"It says notify."
"Correct."
"Why?"
"Security."
"What happens after notification?"
"No idea."
I looked at the checkbox. I ACKNOWLEDGE AND ACCEPT. There was no I HAVE QUESTIONS button.
"This is new."
"Everything is new."
"Have you signed?"
"Yes."
"Why?"
"I like electricity." I looked at him. "My mortgage is debited Friday." Of course.
I clicked accept. The system opened. Another email arrived almost immediately.
NOTICE: Foreign recruitment and employment websites are now restricted on Novalytic corporate networks under updated data-loss-prevention controls.
I clicked one experimentally. Blocked. CATEGORY: EMPLOYMENT / RELOCATION RISK
"Relocation risk," I said.
Tomas turned. "What?"
I showed him. He whistled. "They've made wanting another job a cybersecurity threat."
"Apparently."
"Congratulations."
"On what?"
"You've been promoted from employee to attack vector."
I checked my private phone. Senda's email was still there. SECOND INTERVIEW — FRIDAY 19:30
I accepted using mobile data.
The rest of Wednesday got worse in ways too small to deserve headlines. Those were becoming the most effective kind. The cafeteria stopped accepting cash above fifty crowns because too many employees were requesting change. One imported yogurt brand disappeared. The company announced that foreign business travel required additional central approval. A colleague's expense reimbursement was delayed because he had paid for a hotel in Gallia using euros purchased outside the official currency programme.
Nobody rioted. Nobody even left early. We complained, adapted, and returned to work. That was how normal deteriorated. Not through a single unbearable event. Through a sequence of bearable ones.
At four, our team received new specifications from the Ministry of Finance. The National Payments Modernisation Initiative would now include a Residency Integrity Indicator.
I stared at the phrase. Petra, our team leader, began explaining. "The payment platform needs to identify cases requiring additional review when there are indicators that the account holder may be changing permanent residency."
"What indicators?" I asked.
"Foreign payroll deposits. Closure of domestic utilities. Property sale. Repeated large purchases of digital assets. One-way travel bookings where data is legally available."
I stopped typing. "One-way travel?"
"Where legally available."
"What does a plane ticket have to do with payment processing?"
"It contributes to risk context."
"Risk of what?"
"Capital departure."
"Capital doesn't buy plane tickets."
"No."
"People do."
She looked at me. Nobody spoke. That was the point, of course. We had spent months pretending capital controls were about money. But money belonged to people. If you wanted to stop capital leaving, sooner or later you had to take an interest in the owner.
"What happens if the indicator is triggered?" I asked.
"Nothing automatically."
"Good."
"It increases the review score."
"And then?"
"Enhanced transfer confirmation."
"Protective pauses."
"Potentially."
"So if someone sells his house, buys Bitcoin, and books a one-way ticket..."
Petra's eyes narrowed slightly. "Is this hypothetical?"
"Yes."
"Then hypothetically, the activity could be reviewed."
"But not prohibited."
"Correct."
"At present."
She looked at me for a moment. "At present."
There it was again. Nobody laughed.
Thursday's second interview lasted ninety minutes. Senda's CTO was a woman named Isabel Rocha, thirty-eight, hair tied back, wearing a black T-shirt with no visible corporate branding.
The second engineer was an American named Ben who lived in Costa Verde and had apparently forgotten jackets existed.
They gave me a broken payment-processing scenario. Not a puzzle designed to demonstrate cleverness. A real one. Merchant submits payment. Gateway acknowledges. Network times out. Merchant retries. Backend processes both. Customer charged twice. "Fix it," Isabel said.
I talked through idempotency keys. Retries. Database locking. Eventual consistency. Reconciliation.
She challenged assumptions. Ben broke my solution twice. I rebuilt it. At one point he said, "You've introduced another race condition."
"I have."
"Good."
"Good?"
"You saw it before I finished the sentence."
The technical portion ended. Isabel looked at my résumé. "Why Costa Verde?"
I had prepared a professional answer involving career opportunities and international experience. I didn't use it. "Because I don't like the direction Ardania is going."
"What direction?"
"More controls. Less freedom to move money. Increasing restrictions on businesses. Government surveillance."
She nodded. "No country is free from bureaucracy."
"I know."
"People arrive here expecting some Bitcoin paradise. Then they discover the building inspector still wants a toilet connected correctly."
"That seems reasonable."
"You haven't met our inspectors." Ben laughed. Isabel continued. "We have corruption. Crime in some districts. Bad roads. Political arguments. Government inefficiency. The power grid is better than five years ago but not perfect."
"That's fine."
"No, power outages are annoying."
"I mean I don't expect paradise."
"Good."
"What I want is room." She waited. "Room to work. Save. Build something. Make mistakes without requiring national approval."
She nodded. "That's closer."
"Closer to what?"
"Why most of us are here."
The interview ended at nine. I went to work the next day. At eleven fourteen, my phone vibrated.
SENDA SYSTEMS — EMPLOYMENT OFFER
For several seconds, I didn't open it. I knew what an offer meant. An interview was possibility. An offer was a decision wearing paperwork.
Tomas saw my face. "What?"
I showed him the subject. "Open it."
"I will."
"Now."
"I know."
"Harry."
"Fine."
I opened it.
Dear Harry, We are pleased to offer you the position of Senior Back-End Developer...
Senior. I hadn't expected that. The salary was near the middle of the range, not the bottom. Health coverage. Private retirement plan optional. Twenty-five days leave. Remote work. Relocation assistance.
The final paragraph: This offer is conditional upon your ability to establish residence in Costa Verde and commence employment no later than six weeks from the acceptance date.
I read the number again. Tomas leaned over. "Well?"
"I got it."
He slapped my shoulder. A few people turned. "Got what?" Petra asked from across the room.
Tomas and I looked at each other. "Bug fixed," he said.
"Big bug," I added.
Petra returned to her screen. Tomas lowered his voice. "Are you accepting?"
"Yes."
"You didn't hesitate."
"I already did the hesitation."
"When?"
"For the past year."
He sat down. "Then you're leaving."
"I am."
Saying it aloud was different. Not thinking about leaving. Not preparing. Not applying. Leaving. I looked around the office. The monitors. The motivational posters. The glass meeting rooms.
Innovation. Collaboration. Vision. Integrity.
Someone had booked Integrity for the afternoon. There were two meetings scheduled inside it simultaneously. Appropriate.
Sophie met me at The Anchor after work. Same table near the window. Same fishing nets. Same decorative wooden boat that had never encountered water.
She arrived first this time. I walked in holding a printed copy of the offer. She saw my face. "You got it."
"I got it."
She stood. I had intended to hand her the letter. Instead, she put her arms around me. We stayed that way longer than people generally remained standing in cafés.
The waiter passed us. "Good news?"
"Yes," Sophie said.
"Marriage?"
"Employment," I said.
Sophie looked at me. "At the moment."
The waiter wisely left. We sat down. She read the offer. Slowly. Twice. Then she reached the salary. Her eyebrows rose. "That's higher than the advertisement minimum."
"Senior role."
"Look at you."
"I've been senior in ability for years."
"Very humble."
She continued. "Relocation allowance."
"Yes."
"Health coverage."
"Yes."
"Remote."
"Partly."
"Bitcoin?"
"My choice."
"No hundred percent."
"I know."
"Say it."
"No hundred percent Bitcoin."
"Good."
She reached the final paragraph. "Six weeks."
"Yes."
"From acceptance."
"Yes."
"When are you accepting?"
"Tonight."
She stared at me. "Then the clock starts tonight."
"Yes."
She put the paper down. Neither of us spoke. Six weeks. Forty-two days. Until then, our life had been something that happened indefinitely. Now it had a date.
"I've been thinking about the money," she said.
"What money?"
"The salary."
"You've already spreadsheeted it."
"I updated the spreadsheet."
"Of course."
She took out her phone. "With this salary, even after conservative taxes and private health coverage, if we rent outside Puerto Alba…" She showed me the figures. "We could live on your salary."
"Yes."
"Comfortably."
"Apparently."
"And save."
"Yes."
"And if I work too..."
"We save more."
"Obviously."
"But..."
I waited.
She looked at me. "If we have a baby, I could stop."
"You could."
"Not because I have to."
"No."
"Because we could afford for me to."
"Yes."
"Maybe for a year."
"Or longer."
"Maybe."
"Two years."
"You're negotiating my hypothetical maternity leave."
"I'm supporting it."
"You sound enthusiastic."
"I like the idea."
"Of me not working?"
"Of you having the choice."
That was the right answer. I knew because she smiled. "In Ardania," she said, "we would need two incomes just to qualify for the mortgage on an apartment we're not sure we want."
"I know."
"Then we'd need childcare because we both work."
"Yes."
"Then we'd work more to pay for childcare."
"Yes."
"And we'd see the child in the evening when everyone is tired."
"That's what people do."
"I know."
She looked back at the numbers. "I've always assumed that's what I would do too."
"You don't have to decide now."
"I know."
"I don't want to drag you to Costa Verde and turn you into some traditional wife because I discovered Austrian economics."
She laughed. "Good."
"I mean it."
"So do I."
"You can work."
"I know."
"You can stay home."
"I know."
"Part-time."
"I know."
"Freelance."
"Harry."
"Stopping."
She took my hand. "That's what I like about it."
"What?"
"It isn't that Costa Verde tells me motherhood is more important than work. It doesn't tell me anything. It just costs less to live there, taxes less of what we earn, and leaves us enough space to decide."
I thought of the red-family discussion in my mother's kitchen. Perhaps family policy did not always require a family policy. Perhaps sometimes the best thing a government could do for people who wanted children was stop making ordinary life prohibitively expensive.
"Three?" I asked.
"Don't ruin the moment."
"Fine."
She folded the letter. "What about your parents?"
"There it is."
"You're the one who said it."
"I know."
"We have six weeks."
"That's not much."
"It's more than zero."
"My father won't move that fast."
"Then don't try to make him move."
"What do I do?"
"Make him look."
"At what?"
"Reality."
"He's been looking away for years."
"Then perhaps reality needs to become louder."
It was already trying. Outside the café, a queue had formed at the bank across the road. Longer than last week. A printed notice had been taped to the cash machine.
TEMPORARILY UNAVAILABLE
Someone had written beneath it: FUNCTIONALITY LIMITED?
I pointed. Sophie followed my gaze. "That's new."
"Everything is new."
The waiter came with our drinks. "We're not taking Civic Credits tonight," he said.
"Why?" I asked.
He glanced towards the owner. "Technical issue."
"What issue?"
"The government hasn't reimbursed last week's credits yet."
"Businesses get reimbursed?"
"For some imported inputs."
"And they haven't?"
He shrugged. "So tonight, crowns or Bitcoin."
I looked at Sophie. She shook her head. "Don't."
"I wasn't going to."
"You had the face."
"What face?"
"The Bitcoin face."
I paid in crowns.
On the tram home, we sat together. I opened the offer again on my phone. "Are you going to read it all night?" Sophie asked.
"Probably."
"Anything change?"
"No."
"Maybe they'll add a clause."
"What clause?"
"Applicant must stop checking offer after seventeenth reading."
"Reasonable."
My phone buzzed. An internal Novalytic email had arrived on my private account because I had forwarded my work messages there months earlier.
MANDATORY STAFF DECLARATION — CRITICAL INFRASTRUCTURE PERSONNEL
I opened it.
"What's wrong?" Sophie asked.
"New declaration."
"What now?"
Employees assigned to critical financial projects would be required to confirm: Current residential address. Citizenship. Foreign financial interests above specified thresholds. Foreign employment discussions. Planned relocation within the next ninety days.
Sophie read over my shoulder. "Foreign employment discussions."
"Yes."
"You have one."
"More than one."
"You have an offer."
"Yes."
"Do you have to tell them?"
"According to this."
"When?"
"Monday."
"What happens if you do?"
"It doesn't say."
"And if you don't?"
"Possible disciplinary action."
She sat back. "That's convenient."
"For whom?"
"Not you."
I closed the email. Until that moment, six weeks had sounded short. Now it sounded ambitious.
"Harry."
"Yes?"
"Accept the job tonight."
"I was already going to."
"No. I mean before something changes."
I looked at her. She had moved ahead of me. Sophie, who had warned me not to panic. Sophie, who wanted plans rather than reactions. Sophie, who had patiently allowed me to explain Bitcoin, capital controls, and government debt over dinners she had not asked to turn into economic seminars. She was frightened. Not visibly. Sophie did not frighten loudly. She simply became more decisive.
"I'll accept it when we get home."
"From your own connection."
"Yes."
"Then tomorrow we start applications."
"Residency."
"Mine too."
"We should probably get married."
She turned slowly. The tram rocked around a corner. "What?"
"For residency."
"Harry Vale."
"What?"
"You do not get to convert a proposal into an immigration efficiency."
"I didn't mean..."
"You absolutely did."
"I was thinking practically."
"That is the problem."
"I intend to marry you."
"Lovely."
"And you intend to marry me."
"Less confidently by the minute."
I smiled. "I'll do it properly."
"You said that last time."
"I know."
"Six weeks."
"I know."
"Your proposal now has a regulatory deadline."
"It adds urgency."
"It removes romance."
"I can work with urgency."
"I know. That's why you write software."
She leaned her head against my shoulder. I put my arm around her. For several stops, neither of us spoke. Then she said, "I'm applying for the architecture job."
"The ugly balcony company?"
"The other one."
"Good."
"But if I don't get it..."
"You come anyway."
"Yes."
"And if we have a child before you find another?"
"I stay home."
"Would that bother you?"
She thought about it. "No."
The answer surprised both of us. She continued. "I think what bothered me was the idea of having no choice. In Ardania, I have to work because everything costs too much. Maddy thinks she has to keep working because otherwise she loses who she is. Maybe that's part of why she's frightened of children."
"Maybe."
"I don't feel that way."
"No."
"I want children."
"I know."
"I want you."
"I know."
"And I would quite like a house that isn't under your parents' house."
"Ambitious."
"I've become radical."
I kissed the top of her head.
Outside, government posters passed along the tram route. STRONG CURRENCY. STRONG COUNTRY. The next poster advertised Civic Credits. SPEND AT HOME. BUILD OUR FUTURE.
Behind it, a travel agency had closed. Paper covered the windows.
At home, my father was watching the news. This alone indicated deterioration. He normally read the news because television presenters annoyed him. My mother sat beside him. Malcolm was on the floor with his laptop. Irv and Maddy had not yet come upstairs.
Dad looked at us as we entered. "You're late."
"It's nine twenty."
"Exactly."
"We're adults."
"I didn't say you weren't."
"Then why mention it?"
"I observed."
My mother looked at me. She knew immediately. "Well?"
I held up the printed offer. "I got the job."
Her face changed first. Joy. Then fear. It was so fast I might have imagined the order. She stood and hugged me. "That's wonderful."
"Thank you."
Malcolm looked up. "Costa Verde?"
"Yes."
"Salary?"
"Malcolm."
"What? It's relevant."
Dad remained seated. "When would you start?"
"Six weeks."
He looked at the television. Then back at me. "That's impossible."
"No."
"Six weeks is hardly enough time to resign properly, arrange accommodation, immigration..."
"We've already researched most of it."
"You've researched."
"Yes."
"That is not the same as organising."
"We're organising."
Dad looked at Sophie. "And you?"
"I'm going."
No hesitation. I loved her for that. My mother looked towards the basement door. "Irv needs to hear."
"And Maddy," Dad said.
"Of course," Mom replied.
Malcolm closed his laptop. "Six weeks."
"Yes."
He grinned. "I could be ready Tuesday."
Dad looked at him. "You're not going anywhere Tuesday."
"I said could."
"You have university."
"They have universities in Costa Verde."
"We are not discussing your education based on your brother receiving a job offer."
"Why not?"
"Because one event does not require the entire family to reorganise its life."
Nobody answered. The news presenter continued speaking behind him. The government had announced additional foreign-exchange measures. The crown had fallen another three percent. Governor Kors insisted the decline was driven by hostile speculation and did not reflect economic fundamentals.
A banner crossed the bottom of the screen: TEMPORARY CASH MEASURES EXTENDED
Dad picked up the remote and lowered the volume. "As I said," he continued, "Harry's employment is good news. We should treat it as such. Not turn it into another discussion about abandoning the country."
"I'm not abandoning Ardania," I said.
"You're leaving."
"For a job."
"You've spent weeks explaining why you want to leave."
"Both can be true."
He folded his arms. "Your timing is unfortunate."
I nearly laughed. "My timing?"
"Given the financial situation."
"Would you prefer I wait until it gets worse?"
"It will improve."
The television behind him displayed footage of a queue outside a bank. My father did not turn around. That image told me more than anything he said. He did not want to look. My mother did. She watched the screen over his shoulder.
Another banner appeared. GOVERNMENT: NO NEED FOR PUBLIC CONCERN
Mom looked at Dad. Then at me. "If they tell you not to worry..." she said quietly.
Dad heard her.  He didn't answer.
I went upstairs with Sophie. In my room, I opened the Senda offer one last time. At the bottom was a button. ACCEPT OFFER
Sophie stood beside me. "Ready?"
"No."
"Good."
"Good?"
"I'd worry if you were."
I clicked it. A confirmation appeared.
WELCOME TO SENDA SYSTEMS
EXPECTED START DATE: SIX WEEKS FROM TODAY
There it was. No longer a possibility. A date. Forty-two days. I closed the laptop. Outside my window, Westbridge looked exactly as it always had. Streetlights. Rows of houses. The tram line. The park beyond them. Nothing burning. No soldiers. No roadblocks. No border guards. Not yet. That phrase again.
For months, I had felt as though Ardania was the Titanic after striking the iceberg: the lights still on, the band still playing, and sensible people explaining that the ship was designed with watertight compartments.
Now Sophie and I had found a lifeboat. It had two places reserved. The problem was that everyone I loved was still on deck.
Chapter Eight
The Proposal
My last unmarried Saturday began with inflation. This was appropriate. I had intended to buy Sophie a ring. Not an engagement ring in the abstract sense. An actual ring. Metal. Stone. Small box. Kneeling. Question. Answer.
I had reached this decision without consulting a spreadsheet. That was how I knew it was serious. The problem was that jewellery shops required money. This seemed unreasonable considering what they sold was largely decorative geology.
I had spent the previous evening looking at rings online and discovered that diamonds possessed a pricing structure designed to make Bitcoin appear stable.
The first ring I liked cost nine thousand crowns. The second cost twelve. The third cost fourteen and was described as modest. Apparently modesty had undergone inflation too.
I sat at my desk staring at the jeweller's website while Sophie showered down the hall. She had spent the night again. My father had stopped pretending not to know. He had not, however, altered policy.
This produced an unusual household arrangement in which everyone acknowledged that Sophie had slept in my room while officially maintaining that she should not have. Ardania was good training for this sort of thing.
The bathroom door opened. I closed the jeweller's page. Sophie walked into my room wearing jeans and a sweater, drying her hair with a towel. "What are you doing?"
"Nothing."
"You always close things when I come in."
"Privacy."
"Pornography?"
"No."
"Bitcoin?"
"No."
She stopped. "Worse?"
"Work."
She accepted this. "What are we doing today?"
"I have a few things."
"What things?"
"Things."
"Excellent. Shall I dress formally for the things?"
"No."
"Are they outdoor things?"
"Possibly."
"Harry."
"Normal clothes."
She looked at me suspiciously. "You are terrible at secrets."
"I'm excellent at secrets."
"You bought me a surprise birthday dinner once and asked whether I preferred Italian or French for reasons unrelated to Saturday."
"That was research."
"Then you told me not to make plans after six."
"Scheduling."
"And then you asked whether I liked tiramisu."
"Nutrition."
She threw the towel at me. "I'm going home for a few hours."
"Good."
Her eyes narrowed. "Why good?"
"Because you have things."
"What things?"
"Your things."
"What are you doing?"
"Nothing."
She stared. I stared back. Finally she leaned over and kissed me. "Whatever you're planning, don't make it weird."
"I don't make things weird."
"You delayed proposing because you wanted to own one whole Bitcoin."
"I never said that was the reason."
"You said it represented security."
"That's different."
"You currently have less than one."
"Temporarily."
She laughed. "See you later."
When she left, I waited until I heard the front door close. Then I reopened the ring page.
I owned 0.76 bitcoin. The increase from 0.74 was due partly to disciplined saving and partly to selling an old graphics card to Malcolm for more than it was worth. He had objected to the price. I explained market forces. He reminded me we shared parents. We compromised.
The important point was that I had 0.76 bitcoin and had absolutely no intention of selling any of it to buy a ring. This was not because Sophie was worth less than Bitcoin. That would have been a dangerous formulation. It was because I still had crowns.
Crowns were useful for things that should be exchanged for something better before they became worth less. Food. Rent. Airline tickets. Engagement rings. Bitcoin was what I intended to have after the crowns had completed their decline.
I showered, dressed, and went downstairs. My mother was in the kitchen. "Where's Sophie?"
"Home."
"Why?"
"She has things."
"What things?"
"Why does everyone ask that?"
"Because you keep saying things."
I opened the refrigerator. There was leftover roast chicken, cheese, and a container labelled: SOUP — DO NOT TOUCH
I touched it. My mother slapped my hand. "It says don't touch."
"I was moving it."
"Why?"
"To see what's behind it."
"What were you looking for?"
"Nothing."
She stopped. Then looked at me. Mothers can detect proposals. I don't know whether this is biological or learned through prolonged exposure to incompetent men.
"Harry."
"What?"
"Are you doing something today?"
"Possibly."
Her face changed. "Oh."
"Quiet."
"I didn't say anything."
"You said oh."
"I'm allowed to say oh in my own kitchen."
"Don't tell Dad."
"I won't."
"Or Malcolm."
"I won't."
"Especially Malcolm."
"I know."
"Or Irv."
"Harry."
"What?"
"I understand secrets."
"You told Dad I applied for the Costa Verde job."
"I did not."
"Someone did."
"Malcolm saw your email."
"Right."
She studied me. "Do you have a ring?"
"Not yet."
"Where are you going?"
"Central City."
"Which jeweller?"
"I don't know."
"How much?"
"I don't know."
"Have you measured her finger?"
I froze. My mother's expression became pitying. "How would I measure her finger without telling her?"
"You borrow one of her rings."
"She doesn't wear rings."
"You ask a friend."
"Which friend?"
"I don't know her friends?"
"Exactly."
"You've known her three years."
"Knowing someone does not require knowing the diameter of their fingers."
"For marriage it helps."
I sat down. "This is already becoming administrative."
"Marriage usually is."
"That's depressing."
"Only before and after the ceremony."
She poured coffee. "What are you planning?"
"I thought the park."
"Which park?"
"Westbridge."
"That's nice."
"We've walked there a lot."
"Good."
"Nothing elaborate."
"Good."
"Maybe near the lake."
"Good."
"I don't want people around."
"Very good."
"Then dinner here."
My mother stopped. "Here?"
"Afterwards."
"You want to announce it tonight?"
"If she says yes."
"She'll say yes."
"How do you know?"
"Because she moved half her clothes into your room while pretending she hasn't."
"Fair."
My mother smiled. "You should ask your father."
"For permission?"
"For champagne."
I looked at her. "You're enjoying this."
"Very much."
The jeweller was on Market Street, between a bank and a travel agency. The bank had a queue outside. The travel agency had a notice in the window: FOREIGN BOOKINGS SUBJECT TO DOCUMENTARY REQUIREMENTS
The jewellery shop merely had jewellery. For the moment. Inside, everything was quiet, carpeted, and significantly more expensive than outside. A woman in her fifties approached. "Can I help you?"
"I need an engagement ring."
She smiled. "Congratulations."
"She hasn't said yes yet."
"Then potential congratulations."
"Thank you."
"What are you looking for?"
"A ring."
She waited. Apparently this was insufficient. "Diamond?"
"Probably."
"Gold?"
"Probably."
"Budget?"
I gave her a number. She did not laugh, which was encouraging. She brought out a tray. Every ring looked approximately the same to me. This concerned me.
"This one is lovely," she said.
"Yes."
"And this has a slightly larger centre stone."
"Yes."
"This is a lab-grown diamond."
I looked closer. "Can people tell?"
"Not without equipment."
"Then why is it less expensive?"
She smiled. "Marketing."
I liked her. "What would you recommend?"
"How traditional is your girlfriend?"
"Moderately."
"What does that mean?"
"She wants to get married, have children, and possibly stay home with them for a while, but she also thinks ugly balconies are a human-rights issue."
The jeweller blinked. "Architecture?"
"Yes."
"Then simple."
She selected one. Small diamond. White gold. No complicated setting. I liked it immediately. "That one."
"You don't want to compare?"
"I've compared enough things recently."
She gave me the price. I inhaled. "Is that with tax?"
"Yes."
"Good."
"You sound relieved."
"I'm from Ardania."
"So am I."
"Then you understand." She did.
I took out my bank card. The machine displayed: TRANSACTION DECLINED — ENHANCED PURCHASE CONFIRMATION REQUIRED
The jeweller looked at me. I looked at the machine. "This is new."
"Imported luxury goods," she said.
"What?"
"Purchases above five thousand crowns require confirmation."
"Since when?"
"Yesterday."
"Why?"
"Foreign reserve conservation."
"The ring is here."
"The diamond isn't Ardanian."
"Is anything?"
"We make excellent potatoes."
I took out my phone. A notification from National Commerce Bank had appeared. PLEASE CONFIRM PURCHASE PURPOSE
Options: Household Essential, Medical, Education, Domestic Investment, Approved Personal Expenditure, Other
I selected Approved Personal Expenditure. A new box appeared. PLEASE DESCRIBE
I typed: ENGAGEMENT RING
The jeweller watched. "At least they're romantic."
"Ministry of red tape."
"We don't have a ministry with that name."
"Not officially."
The bank asked for biometric confirmation. I confirmed. Thirty seconds later: APPROVED
The jeweller processed the payment. "Congratulations," she said again.
"Potential."
"Right."
She put the ring in a small blue box. I placed it in my coat pocket. It weighed almost nothing. The crowns leaving my bank account felt heavier.
On the tram home, I checked the Bitcoin price. It had risen two percent. This was unnecessary. I closed the app. Then reopened it. Two point two. I had bought the ring just in time to avoid measuring its cost in sats. That way madness lies.
A message arrived from Sophie. What time should I come over?
I replied: Five? Thought we could walk before dinner.
She answered: Park?
I stared at the word. She knew. Or guessed. Or liked walking.
I wrote: Yes.
Three dots appeared. Then disappeared. Then: Okay ❤️
I put the phone away. My heart was beating faster. This seemed unreasonable. We had already discussed marriage. Children. Moving countries. One salary. Two salaries. Whether she might stay home with babies who did not yet exist. Whether we should live near Puerto Alba. How much Bitcoin I should accept as salary.
We had discussed nearly every component of marriage except plumbing. Yet one question remained frightening because it required one word.
At four thirty, I went downstairs. My father was reading in his chair. Actually reading. His eyes were open and moving. This made me reconsider whether the country was approaching collapse.
My mother was in the kitchen preparing dinner. Malcolm sat at the table with his laptop. "What's for dinner?" he asked.
"You've asked three times."
"The answer may improve."
"It won't."
"I retain hope."
Dad looked over the top of his book. "Where are you going?"
"Walk."
"With Sophie?"
"Yes."
"In the park?"
"Yes."
Malcolm looked at me. Then at Mom. Mom looked at him. He looked back at me. His face changed. "Oh."
I pointed. "No."
"I didn't say anything."
"You said oh."
"I didn't."
"Your face did."
"What is happening?" Dad asked.
"Nothing," Mom said.
"Why is everyone behaving strangely?"
"No one is."
Malcolm closed his laptop. "Harry's going for a walk."
"I heard that."
"With Sophie."
"I heard that too."
"In the park."
"Malcolm."
"What?"
Dad looked at me for a moment. Then his expression softened very slightly. "I see."
"See what?"
"Nothing."
Now everyone knew. This was the disadvantage of living with family. Privacy existed primarily as a courtesy. The doorbell rang. I left before anyone could say anything else.
Sophie wore a dark green coat and jeans. Her hair was tied back. She looked beautiful. This was inconvenient because I had prepared several things to say and beauty interfered with working memory. "Hi."
"Hi."
She kissed me. "You look nervous."
"I'm cold."
"It's mild."
"Relative."
She smiled. "Shall we?"
We walked towards Westbridge Park. The neighbourhood was busy for a Saturday afternoon. Parents pushed prams. Dogs pulled owners towards things the owners had not approved. Children rode bicycles. Normal life. That was what I liked about the park. Governments could redesign currency systems, issue declarations, and classify behaviour. Dogs still wanted trees.
The park had existed before Civic Credits, before the Reserve Bank, and before almost everyone currently arguing about Ardania. Mature oaks lined the path. The lake sat in the centre, technically a pond but promoted by the municipality several decades earlier. Municipal promotion had not increased its size.
Sophie slipped her hand into mine. "How was your day?"
"Productive."
"What did you do?"
"Things."
She laughed. "Still things?"
"Yes."
"I went home."
"I assumed."
"Did laundry."
"Exciting."
"Applied for another job."
I looked at her. "In Costa Verde?"
"Yes."
"Which one?"
"Small architectural firm in Santa Elena."
"Ugly balconies?"
"No."
"Good."
"They do residential renovations."
"Salary?"
"Lower than here."
"Cost of living."
"I know."
"Remote?"
"Partly."
"Good."
She squeezed my hand. "I might get it."
"You will."
"You don't know that."
"You're good."
"That's what I told you about Senda."
"And you were right."
"Annoyingly."
We reached the lake. A few ducks drifted near the edge. An elderly man was throwing them bread beneath a sign saying: PLEASE DO NOT FEED WATERFOWL. Ardanian resistance remained alive.
We walked farther.
"Forty-one days," Sophie said.
"What?"
"Until Costa Verde."
"You’re counting already?"
"Of course."
"I thought that was my job."
"You count Bitcoin. I’ll count days."
"Fair division of labour."
She slipped her hand into mine. "Does it feel real yet?"
"The job?"
"Leaving."
I thought about it. "More real than yesterday."
"Because you accepted?"
"Because there’s a date now."
She nodded. "Forty-one days."
"You already said that."
"I’m getting used to it."
"We’ll be ready."
"I know."
"You don’t sound worried."
"I am worried."
"About what?"
"Everything."
"That narrows it down."
She smiled. "Residency paperwork. Finding somewhere to live. My job applications. Saying goodbye to everyone. Whether your father spends the next six weeks trying to prove we’re making a mistake."
"That last one is guaranteed."
"And one other thing."
"What?"
She looked at me. "You’ve been behaving strangely since this morning."
My pulse accelerated. "I always behave strangely."
"Not like this."
"Like what?"
"You keep touching your coat pocket."
I immediately removed my hand from it. She noticed. Her expression changed. Then she looked away, smiling. "Harry."
"What?"
"Nothing."
We continued walking. This had become ridiculous. I needed a location. People proposing in films always seemed to know where the location was. The park offered benches, trees, water, and several metres of mud. I chose a bench overlooking the lake. Unfortunately, an elderly woman was already sitting there eating an apple.
We continued. Another bench contained two teenagers kissing. A third had bird droppings. "Are we searching for something?" Sophie asked.
"No."
"You keep inspecting benches."
"I like benches."
"You never sit on benches."
"I've matured."
Eventually we reached a small stone bridge at the far end of the lake. No one else was there. Good enough. I stopped. Sophie stopped too. She looked at me. "Now?"
"What?"
"Whatever you've been trying to do for twenty minutes."
"I wasn't trying..."
"Harry."
"Fine."
I took a breath. The speech disappeared. Every sentence I had rehearsed became suddenly ridiculous. I had intended to talk about Costa Verde. About our life. Children. Freedom. Choosing each other. Instead I said: "I love you."
Her eyes softened. "Good start."
"I had more."
"Take your time."
"That's been the problem."
She laughed. I took her hands. "I've spent a lot of time thinking I needed things before I could do this."
"One Bitcoin."
"Among other things."
"Name two."
"A home."
"Your parents have one."
"Our home."
"Better."
"Enough money."
"We'll never think we have enough."
"I know that now."
"Progress."
"I thought I had to reach some point where everything was secure."
She stopped joking. "And?"
"There isn't one."
"No."
"Ardania taught me that, at least."
I looked towards the water. "Everything we're told to rely on is conditional. Job. Salary. Bank account. Pension. Currency. Even permission to move somewhere else."
"Harry..."
"I'm not turning this into a Bitcoin speech."
"Good."
"I promise."
"Continue."
"I kept waiting for the right time because I wanted to provide something certain."
"You provide plenty."
"I know."
"You do now?"
"I'm improving."
"Excellent."
"And then I realised the only thing I can actually promise is what I do." She watched me. "My decisions. How I treat you. Whether I show up. Whether I stay when things are difficult."
"That's more than most governments offer."
"Much more."
"Sorry."
"No. Good."
I reached into my pocket. Her eyes dropped towards my hand. "Wait."
I stopped. "What?"
"I want to remember this."
She looked around. "The lake. The bridge. The illegal duck feeding."
"The ducks aren't illegal."
"The feeding is."
"Right."
She looked back at me. "Okay."
I got down on one knee. It was slightly damp. I had failed to inspect the ground.
"Harry Vale," she said.
"What?"
"Your trousers."
"Too late."
I opened the box. She covered her mouth. For the first time since I had known her, Sophie appeared to have no immediate remark available.
This encouraged me. "Sophie, will you marry me?"
She nodded. Then remembered that proposals conventionally required speech. "Yes."
"Yes?"
"Yes."
I stood. She threw her arms around me. The box remained open in one hand. "Ring," I said.
"What?"
"I should put it on."
"Oh."
We separated. I took the ring out. "Which hand?"
She laughed. "Are you serious?"
"Left?"
"Yes."
"Which finger?"
"Harry."
"I know. That one."
I slid it onto her finger. It fit. This was statistically improbable and perhaps evidence of divine intervention. Sophie stared at it. "It's beautiful."
"Really?"
"Yes."
"Not too small?"
"No."
"Too large?"
"No."
"Stone?"
"Perfect."
"Lab-grown."
She looked at me. "You are the only man who would disclose manufacturing details thirty seconds after proposing."
"I thought you should know."
"I don't care."
"Good."
She kissed me. For several minutes, the country disappeared. There was no Civic Credit system. No Reserve Bank. No foreign-employment declaration. No six-week deadline. No shrinking crown. No government deciding which transactions were responsible. There was just Sophie. That was enough.
We sat on the bridge wall afterward. The engagement ring caught what little sunlight remained. "I thought you were waiting for one Bitcoin," she said.
"I decided you're worth spending fiat on."
She turned slowly. "Do not repeat that sentence at the wedding."
"It was meant romantically."
"It was nearly romantic until the currency."
"I'm still learning."
She rested her head against my shoulder. "Six weeks."
"Yes."
"We can do it."
"Yes."
"I'll have the Costa Verde application submitted Monday."
"Good."
"Residency."
"Yes."
"Job applications."
"Yes."
"Apartment."
"We can start looking."
"I don't want you to rent something horrible because it's cheap."
"I thought low cost of living was the point."
"Low cost. Not low life."
"Fair."
She looked at her ring again. "We should get married there."
I hesitated. "Not here?"
"No."
"I thought you might want family."
"I do."
"Then..."
"I mean all of them."
I knew what she meant.
"You think they'll come."
"I think we have six weeks to persuade them."
"My father?"
"Even him."
"You are optimistic."
"I just agreed to marry a man with 0.76 Bitcoin who still lives in his childhood bedroom."
"That required optimism."
"Exactly."
"Would marriage make your residency easier?" She gave me a warning look. "I am not asking for bureaucratic reasons."
"Good."
"It might, though."
"Harry."
"I'm stopping."
She smiled. "I don't want to rush into a civil office because Ardania has invented another form. I want to get to Costa Verde with you, settle in, and then get married properly."
"Beach?"
"Maybe."
"Mountains?"
"Maybe."
"Ugly balcony?"
"Absolutely not."
I laughed. "Deal."
She turned serious. "We're leaving together."
"Yes."
"Not you first and me later."
"Together."
"Six weeks."
"Six weeks."
At that moment, neither of us had any reason to believe otherwise. That is something I remember very clearly.
We walked home slowly. At the edge of the park stood an electronic government information board. Usually it displayed bus schedules, weather warnings, and municipal events. That evening it showed: NATIONAL RESILIENCE IS A SHARED RESPONSIBILITY
Below it: TRUST VERIFIED INFORMATION
Sophie read it. "Who verifies the verified information?"
"The people providing it."
"Convenient."
We continued walking. A few months earlier, I might have made a joke and forgotten the sign. Now it bothered me. Not because governments communicated. Governments had always communicated. What bothered me was how often communication had begun telling us not merely what had happened, but how responsible people were expected to interpret it.
Trust this. Reject that. Do not amplify uncertainty. Do not undermine confidence. Support stability. Use approved channels.
At university, Malcolm's professors were being told which language caused harm. At work, I was being told which opinions about client systems could constitute misconduct. At Irv's bank, customers could spend their own money only in ways the system classified as normal. None of this required us to believe anything. That was the clever part. Belief was unnecessary. Behaviour was enough.
A few years earlier, during the public-health emergency, Ardanians had discovered how quickly temporary rules could become social expectations. Plenty of people had privately doubted particular measures while complying anyway because everyone around them complied, employers expected compliance, and disagreeing publicly carried a cost disproportionate to the disagreement itself.
The lesson had not been that everyone could be persuaded. It was that persuasion wasn't always necessary. People could be induced to behave as if persuaded. Eventually behaviour developed its own momentum.
I had begun thinking about this as agency, a word I previously associated mostly with software components and employment recruiters. Agency meant deciding that your judgement counted. It meant accepting that experts might know more than you without assuming they therefore owned your decisions.
It meant leaving a bad job. Moving money. Changing countries. Choosing whom to marry. Doing something before a committee, institution, or social consensus told you it was sensible. Perhaps that was why leaving Ardania increasingly felt like more than emigration. It was the act of choosing before choice itself required approval.
Sophie noticed I had become quiet. "What?"
"Thinking."
"Dangerous."
"About us."
"Better."
"And leaving."
"Less romantic."
"I keep wondering whether we're overreacting."
She slipped her hand into mine. "I do too."
"You do?"
"Of course."
"You sound certain."
"Those aren't the same thing."
"What if Dad's right? What if the controls are temporary, the currency stabilizes, Vaskia backs off, and everything looks stupid six months from now?"
"Then we'll be living somewhere warm with low taxes and your ridiculous Bitcoin salary."
"Fifteen percent."
"Ten."
"We haven't agreed."
"We haven't arrived."
"Fair."
She looked at the government sign behind us. "And if we're wrong in the other direction?"
I knew what she meant. If things became worse. If leaving became harder. If the temporary restrictions accumulated. If the state decided that people moving their capital, or themselves, were not merely inconvenient but disloyal. "Then we'll be glad we moved."
"Exactly."
"That's asymmetrical."
"What is?"
"The risk."
"Software word."
"Sorry."
She squeezed my hand. "If staying is right, we lose little by leaving. If leaving is right, we may lose a great deal by staying."
I looked at her. "You've been reading the articles I send."
"Somebody has to."
"Did you read the one I sent yesterday?"
"No."
"Good."
"Why?"
"It was eighty pages."
"You need friends."
"I have MonetaryWolf."
"He is not your friend."
"We interact."
"You follow him."
"That's interaction." She laughed.
For the rest of the walk, we talked about the wedding. Small. Family. Costa Verde. Nothing extravagant. Partly by choice, partly because if we moved there soon, we would hardly know anyone. Our guest list might consist almost entirely of people named Vale.
My mother would want to cook something. My father would insist on a proper speech. Malcolm would attempt a speech whether invited to or not. Irv would probably drink too much. Maddy would make everything prettier than necessary.
Sophie wanted flowers. I wanted somewhere outdoors. Neither of us wanted a hotel ballroom.
“Maybe just the town hall,” Sophie said, “and then somewhere nice afterward.”
“A restaurant?”
“A good one. Private room. Family lunch.”
“That sounds almost too sensible.”
“We’ll be new immigrants. We may have no friends.”
“We’ll have my family.”
“That may be more than enough people.”
“Especially Malcolm.”
“Especially Malcolm.”
I liked the picture immediately. No enormous guest list. No seating plan involving relatives who had not spoken for eleven years. No band. No first dance performed under observation. Just us, my family, a ceremony, a good meal, and speeches we would later regret allowing. It sounded less like a reduced wedding than one stripped down to the people who actually mattered. We planned a future as though planning it made it more likely. Perhaps it did. That was agency too.
When we reached the house, the curtains were closed in the sitting room. Lights glowed from the kitchen. Sophie stopped at the front gate. "Do they know?"
"Everyone knows."
"Everyone?"
"My mother detected it before I bought the ring."
"Of course."
"Malcolm worked it out from facial expressions."
"Also believable."
"Dad knows something."
"You are a terrible secret keeper."
"I disagree."
"You live inside a surveillance state called family."
We went inside. There was silence. Too much silence. We entered the sitting room. My father was in his chair. My mother sat on the sofa. Malcolm sat beside her. Irv and Maddy had come upstairs and stood near the fireplace. Everyone looked at us. Nobody spoke.
Sophie looked at me. "This is horrifying."
"I know."
My mother's eyes immediately went to Sophie's hand. Then she smiled. Malcolm saw it. "YES!"
My father frowned. "Malcolm."
"What? She said yes."
"You don't know that."
"Look at her hand."
Everyone did. Sophie raised it. Maddy screamed. Not frightened screaming. Happy screaming. She crossed the room and hugged Sophie. My mother followed. Irv slapped me on the back hard enough to suggest unresolved sibling issues. Malcolm shook my hand solemnly. "Congratulations."
"Thank you."
"How much was the ring?"
"None of your business."
"Bitcoin equivalent?"
"Especially none of your business."
My father remained beside his chair. When the others moved aside, he came towards us. He looked at Sophie. "Congratulations."
"Thank you, Henry."
Then at me. "Well done."
This seemed an odd thing to say. "Thanks."
"You finally did it in the proper order."
I knew exactly what he meant. "Dad."
"I'm only saying."
Sophie smiled. "Does this mean I'm now permitted to sleep upstairs?"
My father stopped. Malcolm's face lit up. I looked at Sophie. She knew perfectly well what she had done. Dad cleared his throat. "Engagement is not marriage."
"So no?" Malcolm asked.
"No."
My mother shook her head. "It is to everyone except your father."
"Thank you, Helen," Sophie said.
"I heard that."
"You were meant to," Mom replied.
Even Dad smiled.
Champagne appeared. Real champagne. Not Ardanian sparkling wine. I looked at my father. "You had this?"
"Your mother made me buy it."
"When?"
"This afternoon."
I turned to Mom.
We ate dinner at the extended table. Nobody discussed capital controls for nearly twenty minutes. This may have been a family record. Maddy wanted wedding details. "We haven't decided," Sophie said.
"Costa Verde," I added.
My father looked up. "You're getting married there?"
"Probably."
"Why not here before you leave?"
"Because we don't want to rush it."
"You are moving countries in six weeks. Rushing appears to have entered the project."
"I want the whole family there," Sophie said.
My father softened. "That's understandable."
Malcolm raised his glass. "Then we're all going."
Dad looked at him. "That conclusion does not follow."
"It would solve the attendance problem."
"You are not reorganising your university education around a wedding."
"I was reorganising it around political repression. The wedding is additional value."
"Malcolm."
"What?"
Irv laughed. Dad looked at him. "You encourage him."
"No. I just enjoy the consequences."
Maddy leaned towards Sophie. "Have you found a dress?"
"I got engaged an hour ago."
"Right."
"When did you decide to marry Irv?" Sophie asked.
Maddy thought. "Before he proposed."
Irv looked offended. "You did?"
"Obviously."
"You acted surprised."
"I was surprised by the restaurant."
"I thought I was convincing."
"You spent the whole meal touching your jacket pocket."
Malcolm pointed at me. "Harry did that today."
"I did not."
Sophie looked at him. "He did."
Traitor. My mother served dessert. Apple tart again. There was something reassuring about repeated desserts. Dad raised his glass before anyone started eating. "I suppose I should say something."
"Already?" Malcolm asked.
"This is not the wedding speech."
"Thank God."
"Malcolm."
"Sorry."
Dad stood. He looked uncomfortable. My father could brief senior officials, explain monetary policy to unwilling relatives, and argue with bank managers without hesitation. Emotion caused system failure. "I've known Sophie for three years," he began.
"Three and a half," Mom said.
"Thank you, Helen."
"Accuracy matters."
He started again. "Sophie has been part of this family for some time."
Malcolm whispered, "Unofficially upstairs." I kicked him.
Dad continued. "I'm pleased Harry has finally formalized something the rest of us already understood." Sophie smiled. "And I'm pleased they intend to build a family."
His voice changed slightly. "In difficult times, family matters more, not less."
That surprised me. Perhaps the ministry meeting had affected him more than he admitted. He lifted his glass. "To Harry and Sophie."
Everyone raised theirs. "Harry and Sophie."
We drank. Then Malcolm lifted his glass again. "And to Costa Verde."
Dad sat down. "Don't push it."
Later, after Irv and Maddy went downstairs and Malcolm disappeared to his room, Sophie and I remained in the kitchen with my parents. Mom was wrapping leftover tart. Dad inspected the champagne label. "Where exactly would the wedding be?" Mom asked.
"We don't know."
"Puerto Alba?"
"Maybe outside."
"Beach," Sophie said.
Dad frowned. "Sand?"
"Usually."
"In formal shoes?"
"You don't have to wear formal shoes."
"For a wedding?"
Sophie smiled at me. "This is going to take six weeks by itself."
Dad put the bottle down. "There are practical matters."
"Of course," I said.
"Residency. Your job. Sophie's situation."
"We've looked into them."
"Looking is not the same as completing."
"I know."
"Does she have a visa?"
"Not yet."
"Application Monday," Sophie said.
"Employment?"
"I have applications out."
"Will residency depend on a job?"
"Not necessarily."
"Then on what?"
"Harry's sponsorship may be enough once we're married."
Dad looked at me. "Then perhaps you should marry here."
"No."
The answer came from Sophie. Dad looked surprised. She continued gently. "I don't want to marry Harry because the immigration office made it convenient."
"I didn't mean..."
"I know. But we're leaving together. We'll sort the paperwork. Then we'll marry when we want to."
My mother smiled. "Good."
Dad looked at her. "What?"
"She's right."
"I didn't say she wasn't."
"You were approaching it."
He sighed. "I merely think one should minimize administrative complications."
"Henry," Mom said, "you have spent thirty years working for the Ministry of Red Tape. You cannot now complain that life contains forms."
"It is the Ministry of Finance."
"Officially." Sophie laughed.
Dad looked wounded. "I have never worked in red tape."
"You issue forms for permission to use money."
"Under exceptional circumstances."
"You had to sign eleven pages promising not to tell me why."
"I did not tell you that."
"You just did."
He stared at her. Mom continued wrapping tart. Marriage was going to be educational.
That night, Sophie stood in my room looking at the ring beneath the bedside lamp. "I really like it."
"You don't have to keep saying that."
"I'm reassuring you."
"Was I visibly worried?"
"You asked whether it was too small four times."
"I wanted to be sure."
"It is perfect."
She placed her arms around my neck.
"Thank you."
"For what?"
"Asking."
"You're welcome."
"For not making it about immigration."
"I came close."
"I know."
"Sorry."
"I know."
We kissed. Then she sat on the bed. "Forty-one days."
"Forty-one?"
"Today counts."
"I thought six weeks started when I accepted."
"Yesterday."
"So forty-one."
"Yes."
"We'll make it."
"Of course."
"Your residency paperwork Monday."
"Yes."
"Your architecture interviews."
"Yes."
"Apartment research."
"Yes."
"Wedding eventually."
"Yes."
"Children eventually."
"Definitely."
"Three?"
She threw a pillow at me. I caught it. "Two?"
"Go to bed."
"I am in bed."
"You know what I mean."
She turned off the light. For a while we lay beside each other in darkness. Downstairs, the house creaked. Pipes moved in the walls. Someone, probably Malcolm, walked to the bathroom. The basement door closed. Ordinary sounds. The sounds of a family living together because none of the adult children could afford to live anywhere else.
I thought about Costa Verde. A salary large enough for Sophie to choose whether to work. A house eventually. Children. A family built because we wanted one, not postponed until a spreadsheet declared conditions perfect.
There was that idea I had been thinking about lately. Agency. The ability to decide and act. It sounded almost embarrassingly simple. Yet modern life increasingly trained people out of it. Institutions told us whom to trust. Algorithms selected what we saw. Universities taught students not merely what ideas were wrong but which could cause harm by being heard. Credit let people postpone confronting whether they could actually afford their lives. Government programmes turned decisions into applications.
Even people who privately doubted the official explanation often behaved exactly as though they believed it because behaving otherwise was inconvenient, embarrassing, or increasingly expensive.
The remarkable achievement wasn't making everyone obedient. It was making independent judgement feel irresponsible. Harry, don't overreact. Harry, experts understand this. Harry, everyone else is staying. Harry, the restrictions are temporary. Harry, why would you leave a perfectly good country?
Perhaps I was wrong. That possibility mattered. Agency wasn't certainty. It was deciding that uncertainty did not absolve you from making a decision.
Sophie moved closer beside me. "You awake?"
"Yes."
"Thinking?"
"Yes."
"Stop."
"Okay."
A moment passed. "Harry?"
"Yes?"
"We're really doing this?"
"Costa Verde?"
"Everything."
I took her hand beneath the blanket. "Yes."
"Good."
She fell asleep not long afterwards. I remained awake. For the first time in months, I wasn't thinking primarily about escaping Ardania. I was thinking about what came after. A marriage. Children. A home. A life in which the future was something we built rather than something we waited for institutions to permit.
Forty-one days. At that moment, I believed Sophie would be beside me when I crossed the border. So did she. That certainty would not last. But that night, it was enough.
Chapter Nine
The Certificate
On Monday morning, less than forty-eight hours after Harry proposed to me, I discovered that leaving Ardania had become something one applied for.
Passports, yes. Visas, obviously. Residency permits, unfortunately. But leaving?
Leaving seemed less like an administrative status than a direction. You decided to go somewhere, bought a ticket, and went there. This turned out to be an old-fashioned interpretation.
I discovered it thirty-nine days before Harry and I were supposed to leave Ardania together, while sitting in the Vale kitchen wearing his dressing gown and admiring an engagement ring that was less than two days old.
It was a good ring. Simple. White gold. Lab-grown diamond, as Harry had informed me thirty seconds after proposing because apparently romance required a technical specification.
Helen was making coffee. Harry was upstairs showering. Henry had already left for work. Malcolm was eating cereal from a mixing bowl because all the normal bowls were in the dishwasher.
“You know those are for cooking,” Helen said.
“I’m cooking cereal.”
“You poured milk on it.”
“Cold cuisine.” She ignored him.
My telephone vibrated. A news alert appeared. GOVERNMENT INTRODUCES DEPARTURE COMPLIANCE FRAMEWORK. I read it. Then I read it again.
“Sophie?” Helen asked. “What’s wrong?”
“I’m not sure yet.”
“That’s generally how government announcements begin.”
Malcolm leaned across the table. “What?”
“Departure Compliance Certificate.”
He stopped chewing. “Departure from what?”
“Ardania.”
“That seems ambitious. What does it say?”
I scrolled. Beginning immediately, citizens intending to establish permanent residence outside Ardania would be required to obtain a Departure Compliance Certificate before formally changing tax residence, exporting substantial personal property, or undertaking one-way international travel connected with permanent relocation.
The certificate would confirm that all taxes were current, the applicant had no enforceable public debts, residency-linked benefits had been reconciled, no national-service obligations were outstanding, regulated capital movements connected with the departure complied with financial-stability rules, and the applicant had a documented lawful basis for relocation.
I reached the final paragraph. “Listen to this.” Malcolm leaned closer. Helen continued making coffee, which did not mean she wasn’t listening. I read aloud. “‘The measure should not be interpreted as a restriction on freedom of movement. It is an administrative mechanism to ensure fair settlement of civic obligations arising from permanent departure.’”
Malcolm considered this. “So it’s an exit permit.”
“It specifically says it isn’t.”
“Then it’s definitely an exit permit.”
Helen sat opposite me. “What does ‘fair settlement of civic obligations’ mean?”
“Apparently the country wants to make sure we haven’t forgotten to pay it for raising us.”
Helen frowned. “Your parents raised you.”
“I know. And they didn’t send me an invoice when I moved out.”
Malcolm took another spoonful of cereal. “Maybe they should have.”
“Perhaps Ardania sees itself as a parent,” Helen said.
“If so, it’s becoming the sort of parent who keeps your passport and asks where you’re going.”
Harry entered wearing trousers and buttoning his shirt. “What?”
I turned the telephone towards him. “Good morning.”
He read the headline. His expression changed. Harry had several faces. There was the normal Harry face, the software face, the Bitcoin face, and, increasingly, the face he made when the government confirmed something he had previously been accused of exaggerating. “That’s new.”
“Very.”
He took my phone. “How does it work?”
“I knew you’d ask that before asking whether I wanted coffee.”
“Do you?”
“Yes.”
Helen poured one while Harry continued reading.
“Effective immediately,” he said.
“Yes.”
“Permanent departure.”
“Yes.”
“Documented lawful basis.”
“Yes.”
“What does that mean?”
“I was hoping you’d tell me.”
Malcolm pushed the cereal box towards him. “Ardania has discovered citizens are portable.”
Harry ignored him and scrolled farther. “There’s a transitional provision.”
“What?”
“Here.”
He read silently. His expression eased, though not by much.
“Relocations already formally declared before the effective date are processed under transitional rules.”
“And?”
“I declared mine.”
I stared at him. “When?”
“Friday. Novalytic required it under the Critical Infrastructure Personnel rules.”
“So you already have this certificate?”
“No. But my foreign employment and relocation were formally declared before the new framework.”
“What does that mean?”
“My application should be automatic once Senda confirms the final residency sponsorship.”
“Should?”
“Should.”
I disliked that word. “And mine?”
He looked at me. “You haven’t formally declared relocation.”
“No one told me I had to.”
“The rule didn’t exist.”
“Exactly.”
Harry sat down. “Your architecture applications could establish the economic basis.”
“If I get a job.”
“You probably will.”
“Probably isn’t employment.”
“No.”
Malcolm finished his cereal. “You could marry Harry.” Both of us turned towards him. “What?” he said. “Family reunification.”
Helen looked at him. “They got engaged two days ago.”
“I know. I’m accelerating implementation.”
“No,” I said.
Harry raised a hand. “I didn’t suggest it.”
“Good.”
“We already agreed to get married.”
“I know. I simply don’t want our wedding date selected by the Departure Compliance Service.”
“That seems reasonable.”
Malcolm carried the enormous bowl towards the sink. “It is amusing that the government’s first contribution to your engagement is to suggest a deadline.”
“Go to university,” Helen said.
“I am.”
“You’re standing in my kitchen.”
“Transitional provision.”
She pointed towards the door. He left.
Harry was still reading. “There’s an online application.”
“Of course there is.”
“We can do it tonight.”
“I have work.”
“After.”
“Fine.”
Helen looked between us. “You’re still leaving together?”
“Yes,” I said.
“Of course,” Harry said at the same time.
That was the plan. There was no reason yet to believe it would change.
I worked for Bresson & Valeur Architecture, despite neither Monsieur Bresson nor Monsieur Valeur having entered the office for several years. Bresson had retired. Valeur lived in Gallia and joined quarterly meetings through video while sitting beside what appeared to be the same swimming pool in every season. The company retained both names because changing stationery was expensive.
I arrived at eight forty-five. My colleague Alina was standing beside the printer. “Have you seen?”
“Yes.”
“My sister is leaving for Gallia next month.”
“Permanent?”
“She thought so.”
“And now?”
Alina held up three pages. “Departure Compliance.”
“You printed the announcement?”
“No. This is the application checklist.”
“Three pages?”
“Front and back.”
“Six pages.”
“Correct.”
I took the papers. The final page contained a flowchart. Ardania loved flowcharts. Flowcharts gave bureaucracy the appearance of engineering. DO YOU INTEND TO ESTABLISH PERMANENT RESIDENCE ABROAD? Yes.
Arrow. DO YOU HAVE AN APPROVED RELOCATION BASIS?
The approved categories were employment, family reunification, education, registered business activity, retirement with independent means, humanitarian grounds, or other authorised purpose.
“What’s an ‘other authorised purpose’?” I asked.
“The purpose they haven’t thought of but still want to approve.”
“Your sister has a job?”
“Her husband does.”
“Married?”
“Yes.”
“Then family reunification.”
“She applied this morning.”
“And?”
“Pending.”
I looked at the clock. “It’s seven minutes after nine.”
“She applied at six thirty.”
“Why was she awake?”
“She has two children.”
“Right.”
Alina noticed my ring. “You still leaving?”
“Yes.”
“With Harry?”
“Yes.”
“Does he have a certificate?”
“Transitional rules.”
“Of course.”
“What does that mean?”
“He committed the offence of emigrating early enough.”
She smiled. “And you?”
“I’ll apply tonight.”
“Do you have a job?”
“Applications.”
“That isn’t on the flowchart.”
“I noticed.”
“Could you say family reunification?”
“We aren’t married.”
“Fiancée?”
“Apparently the republic does not recognise romance as an economic category.”
“That seems unlike the republic. It recognises everything as an economic category.”
Fair point. I put the papers down. My computer chimed. An email from Costa Verde. For one glorious second, I thought one of my job applications had produced an interview.
Instead: Thank you for your interest in Estudio Marín. We have received your application and will contact selected candidates.
Not a rejection. Not anything else either. I opened the job listings. There were seventeen suitable positions in Puerto Alba and Santa Elena. I had applied for four. I applied for two more.
Then I returned to work designing an apartment building in Eastbridge that had been waiting twenty-six months for final approval because the municipality and developer disagreed over whether a mechanically ventilated refuse-storage room also required an external window.
Costa Verde might have ugly balconies. Ardania had emotionally fulfilled rubbish. Every society chose its priorities.
At eleven, our project manager called a meeting. The Eastbridge development had another problem. “The municipality has revised the affordable-housing contribution.”
“How?” I asked.
“Twenty-two percent.”
“It was eighteen.”
“Now twenty-two.”
“Why?”
“The housing shortage.”
I waited. Nobody else seemed troubled by this logic. “If requiring eighteen percent affordable units resulted in the project not being built,” I said, “why will twenty-two help?”
The project manager looked tired. “The municipality believes developers have not sufficiently contributed to resolving the housing shortage.”
“The developer suspended the project because the previous contribution made it uneconomic.”
“Yes.”
“So the solution is a larger contribution.”
“Yes.”
“That will make it more uneconomic.”
“Probably.”
“And then?”
“We’ll redesign.”
“Smaller flats?”
“Possibly.”
“Cheaper materials?”
“Probably.”
“Fewer balconies?”
He looked at me. “That might help.”
I thought of Costa Verde. Freedom apparently permitted ugly balconies. Ardanian regulation was working towards no balconies at all.
Alina caught my eye. At lunch, she said, “You nearly said something.”
“I did say something.”
“No. You nearly said what you were thinking.”
“What was I thinking?”
“That the government is insane.”
“Municipality.”
“Same species.”
We ate sandwiches at our desks. A news website displayed another article about the Departure Compliance Framework.
Economists supportive of the government explained that the certificate was necessary because high-income emigrants benefited from publicly funded education, healthcare, transport infrastructure, and social stability before transferring their productive capacity abroad.
One commentator called emigration during a national financial emergency a form of “civic free-riding.”
I read the sentence again. “This is exactly what I meant.”
“What?”
I showed Alina. “The country wants compensation for having raised us.”
She laughed, then read farther. “‘Citizenship carries reciprocal obligations that do not cease merely because an individual finds a more advantageous tax jurisdiction.’”
“I’m not going to Costa Verde for tax.”
“You’re going because Harry is.”
“And because I want to.”
“Worse.”
“Apparently.”
“What if your parents had said that when you left home?”
I imagined my father presenting an itemised statement. Food. School shoes. Dentist. Electricity. Christmas presents. Emotional support. Depreciation on the family car.
“Parents are supposed to raise children so they can leave.”
“So are countries?”
“That used to be my understanding.”
Alina looked at the article again. “Maybe not.”
It occurred to me that a government which described adult citizens leaving as free-riders had begun thinking about people in a very peculiar way. Not as citizens. As assets. You educated them. Taxed them. Counted their future earnings. Projected their pension contributions. Issued debt based partly on the expectation that tomorrow’s workers would pay tomorrow’s bills.
A citizen who left was no longer merely someone moving house. She was a missing line in a forecast.
Harry had tried explaining this to me. The debt required future taxpayers. The pensions required future workers. The banks required deposits. The currency required confidence.
Everything required people to remain inside the system. Perhaps that was why choosing to leave suddenly required a certificate.
Harry and I completed my application that evening at the kitchen table. Helen sat opposite us shelling peas. Henry was home, as usual, but had gone upstairs after dinner for a ministry call that had already lasted forty minutes. Malcolm claimed to be studying in the sitting room, which meant he was close enough to hear everything while maintaining plausible deniability.
The government website began: WELCOME TO THE DEPARTURE COMPLIANCE PORTAL
Nothing makes you feel welcome like applying for permission to go away. Harry created an account.
“I have to do it,” I said.
“I’m setting it up.”
“It’s my application.”
“I know.”
“Then move.”
He surrendered the laptop. “Fine.”
I entered my details. Name, birth date, address, passport number, tax identification, employment, national-service status, outstanding public debt, foreign accounts, digital assets.
“Why do they need to know whether I own cryptocurrency?”
“To assess capital movements connected with departure.”
“I don’t.”
“Good.”
“Would it be bad if I did?”
“Not illegal.”
“That wasn’t the question.”
He looked at me. “You’re becoming like my father.”
“That’s cruel.”
Helen looked up. “Your father is having a difficult week.”
“I know.”
The next section appeared. PROPOSED BASIS OF PERMANENT RELOCATION
The choices were employment abroad, business establishment, family reunification, education, retirement, humanitarian protection, or other.
I selected Other.
Harry leaned over. “What are you writing?”
“Following fiancé.”
“Maybe phrase it more formally.”
“Relocation with future spouse.”
“Better.”
“Why?”
“Sounds legal.”
“It isn’t.”
“Not yet.”
I typed: Relocation with fiancé who has accepted foreign employment and employer-sponsored residence in Costa Verde. Marriage planned following relocation.
I clicked continue. A warning appeared. FAMILY REUNIFICATION APPLIES ONLY TO LEGALLY RECOGNISED SPOUSES, DEPENDENT CHILDREN, OR REGISTERED DOMESTIC PARTNERS.
Malcolm’s voice came from the sitting room. “Marry Harry.”
“You’re studying,” Helen called.
“I am. This is applied economics.”
“Apply it upstairs.”
Silence.
I looked at Harry. “No.”
“I didn’t say anything.”
“Your face did.”
“I was thinking.”
“Stop.”
He smiled.
I continued. DO YOU HAVE CONFIRMED FOREIGN EMPLOYMENT? No.
PENDING EMPLOYMENT APPLICATIONS? Yes. Six.
EXPECTED ANNUAL FOREIGN INCOME Unknown.
The system rejected Unknown. Harry suggested entering zero. I entered zero. A red warning appeared. APPLICANT MAY NOT DEMONSTRATE SUFFICIENT INDEPENDENT ECONOMIC BASIS FOR PERMANENT RELOCATION.
I stared at it. “My economic basis is you.”
Harry wisely said nothing.
Helen did. “That sounds worse when a computer says it.”
“Thank you.”
The next section requested estimated foreign living expenses: rent, insurance, food, and transport.
We entered the figures from my spreadsheet.
Then: SOURCE OF FINANCIAL SUPPORT DURING INITIAL RESIDENCY PERIOD
The choices were personal savings, foreign employment, spouse, family, or other. There was no fiancé. Naturally. I selected Other again.
Please describe. I typed: HAROLD VALE, FIANCÉ, SENIOR BACK-END DEVELOPER, SENDA SYSTEMS, COSTA VERDE.
Harry said, “Senior.”
“I included it.”
“No, I mean it still sounds good.”
“Do you want me to capitalise it more?”
“No.”
Helen smiled.
The government asked for Harry’s employment contract. We uploaded it. His Costa Verde sponsorship. Uploaded. Proof of our relationship. That was more complicated.
“What counts as proof of engagement?” I asked.
“The ring?” Helen suggested.
“Should I upload my finger?”
Harry searched the help page. “Photographs, shared residence, joint accounts, correspondence…”
“We don’t officially share a residence.”
“You stay here.”
“I don’t live here.”
“You practically do.”
“Your father disagrees.”
From the sitting room came Malcolm’s voice. “Upload a photograph of her coming downstairs in the morning.”
“Malcolm!”
Silence again.
We uploaded a photograph from the engagement dinner. Harry and me. Ring visible. Henry holding champagne in the background. Government-approved heterosexual optimism. Surely enough.
The final page concerned Civic Benefit Reconciliation. I read it aloud. “‘Applicants may be liable for repayment or adjustment of residence-contingent grants, subsidised professional training, relocation incentives, educational support, or other public benefits whose terms presume continued domestic residence.’”
Helen stopped shelling peas. “You have to repay your education?”
“Maybe.”
“Did you receive a grant?”
“Small one at university.”
“How long ago?”
“Eight years.”
Harry opened the guidance. “There’s a declining clawback. Looks like yours expired.”
“How generous.”
I scrolled. “There’s a calculation tool.”
“Don’t.”
I clicked it. The government informed me that my Civic Benefit Reconciliation Balance was zero. A green check appeared. NO OUTSTANDING CIVIC INVESTMENT LIABILITY
I stared at the phrase. “They really do think they raised me.”
Harry read it. “Civic investment.”
“I am apparently government infrastructure.”
Helen poured the peas into a bowl. “When my sons moved out, I expected them to visit.” She looked around the kitchen. “Admittedly, that experiment hasn’t gone well.”
Harry ignored her. “Submit it.”
I reviewed the application. Everything appeared correct. Thirty-nine days until departure. Six job applications. One fiancé. One ring. No civic investment liability.
I clicked SUBMIT APPLICATION. The page displayed a spinning circle. Then: APPLICATION RECEIVED
STATUS: AUTOMATED REVIEW
We waited.
“How long?” I asked.
“Website says uncomplicated applications may clear immediately.”
I looked at Harry. He looked at the screen. The circle continued. Helen shelled another handful of peas. Then the screen changed. STATUS: PROTECTIVE ADMINISTRATIVE PAUSE
I laughed. I couldn’t help it.
Harry did not. “What?”
“Protective pause.”
“That isn’t funny.”
“It is a little.”
I read the explanation. “‘Your application requires additional review because the proposed permanent relocation does not currently demonstrate an approved independent economic basis. No adverse determination has been made. You remain free to undertake temporary foreign travel subject to applicable travel and currency regulations.’”
“Free,” I said.
Harry was scrolling. “You can request manual review.”
“Good.”
“Estimated processing time: ten to fifteen days.”
“Fine.”
“That’s roughly two weeks.”
“We have almost six.”
He frowned. “We have thirty-nine days.”
“Yes.”
“We need to book flights.”
“Then book them.”
“One-way booking may require the certificate.”
“Book return.”
“That could be interpreted as misrepresentation if we’ve declared permanent relocation.”
“Then don’t.”
Helen looked at us. “Can you still go on holiday?”
“Apparently.”
“But you cannot move.”
“Apparently.”
She shook her head. “That is remarkable.”
I closed the laptop. “It’ll be fine.”
Harry looked at me. “You sound like my dad.”
“Don’t ruin my evening.”
It was not fine. Not immediately. Tuesday morning I requested manual review. The government portal required a reason.
I entered: FIANCÉ HAS CONFIRMED EMPLOYMENT AND SPONSORED RESIDENCE. APPLICANT INTENDS TO RELOCATE AS PART OF SAME HOUSEHOLD AND IS ACTIVELY SEEKING FOREIGN EMPLOYMENT.
The portal replied: A FIANCÉ IS NOT A RECOGNISED HOUSEHOLD DEPENDENT FOR DEPARTURE COMPLIANCE PURPOSES.
I disliked being corrected by capital letters. I telephoned the help line. Estimated waiting time: twenty-seven minutes. This was optimistic by sixteen minutes. A recorded voice periodically thanked me for my patience. It was welcome to it.
At forty-three minutes, a woman answered. “Departure Compliance Service. Reference number?”
I gave it. She typed. “I see your application.”
“Good.”
“It’s under protective administrative pause.”
“I also see that.”
“Then how may I assist?”
I liked her already. “I want to understand why.”
She read something. “No approved independent economic basis.”
“My fiancé has a job.”
“Yes.”
“We’re travelling together.”
“You aren’t married.”
“No.”
“Then his economic basis isn’t legally attributable to you.”
“I’m planning to marry him.”
“Future marital status cannot be used for current compliance.”
“What if we married tomorrow?”
There was a pause. “Then you could update the application.”
I imagined Harry’s face if I told him our wedding venue had been selected by a civil servant on the telephone.
“No.”
“All right.”
“I have job applications.”
“Applications are not employment.”
“I have savings.”
“How much?” I told her. “Below the independent-means threshold.”
“What’s the threshold?”
She gave me a number. I nearly laughed again. “That is more than my annual salary.”
“Yes.”
“Who wrote that number?”
“I’m not sure.”
“Someone does know?”
“I assume.”
The national answer.
“Can I leave as a tourist?”
“Yes.”
“With a return ticket?”
“Yes, subject to normal travel rules.”
“And then decide not to return?”
There was a pause. “That would depend on your circumstances.”
“What does that mean?”
“If your departure was undertaken with undeclared intent to change permanent residency, it could constitute a compliance violation.”
“So I can leave if I’m planning to come back.”
“Yes.”
“But not if I know I’m not.”
“Not without the certificate.”
“That sounds remarkably like permission to leave.”
“No. The certificate concerns permanent relocation.”
“What is the practical difference?”
“You remain free to travel.”
“Provided I promise to return.”
“I wouldn’t phrase it that way.”
“How would you phrase it?”
She hesitated. “Temporary travel remains unrestricted.”
The government had trained her well. I wasn’t angry with her. That made it worse.
“What happens if the review takes longer than fifteen days?”
“You can escalate.”
“How?”
“Through the portal.”
“And how long does escalation take?”
“Up to ten additional days.”
“So my complaint that the process is taking too long could take another two weeks.”
“That is the current service standard.”
I closed my eyes. The hallmark of our government, Harry had said recently, was that it broke things and then used the debris as a battering ram to break more things.
I was beginning to see his point. “Can I ask something?”
“Of course.”
“Why does the government care whether I have a job in Costa Verde?”
“To ensure permanent emigrants can support themselves and are not improperly transferring economic obligations abroad.”
“What economic obligations?”
“I can’t comment on policy.”
“No, I mean mine.”
“You may have taxes, debts, benefit liabilities…”
“I have none.”
“Yes. Your account is clear.”
“Then what obligation?”
Another pause. “I only administer the framework.”
Of course she did. Nobody ever designed anything anymore. They administered it. “Thank you,” I said.
“You’re welcome.”
Neither of us meant it.
At lunch, I received an email from one of the Costa Verde architecture firms. INTERVIEW INVITATION. I nearly shouted.
Alina looked over. “What?”
“Interview.”
“Costa Verde?”
“Yes.”
“When?”
“Thursday.”
“Good.”
I opened the scheduling link. There were three time slots, all arranged for the Costa Verde afternoon. I chose six thirty Thursday evening Ardania time.
The position was with a residential-design practice in Santa Elena. Not the ugly-balcony firm. I messaged Harry. Architecture interview Thursday.
He responded almost immediately. YES!
Then: This could solve certificate.
I stared at the message. That bothered me. My job interview had gone from being about work I might enjoy to being a key required to unlock my own departure. The government had inserted itself into the meaning of the event.
I typed: It could also solve employment.
He responded: Also useful. Then: Sorry.
I smiled. Harry understood. Increasingly, that was one of the reasons I intended to marry him.
Wednesday brought another announcement. Citizens applying for permanent relocation were now required to provide confirmation that they had no outstanding obligations under the National Skills Retention Programme.
I had never heard of the National Skills Retention Programme. Neither had Alina. Neither had our project manager. By lunchtime, everyone had.
The programme had originally applied only to doctors, engineers, and specialists who received subsidised postgraduate education. The new emergency guidance expanded the review to “professionals whose departure may materially affect national capacity.”
Architects were not explicitly included. Neither were they explicitly excluded.
I checked my departure portal. A new line had appeared: NATIONAL SKILLS RETENTION REVIEW: PENDING
I called Harry. “This is getting ridiculous.”
“What?”
I told him. He was silent for several seconds. “That wasn’t there Monday.”
“I know.”
“You submitted before the new rule.”
“Apparently applications are reviewed under current requirements.”
“That’s absurd.”
“Government prefers the term dynamic.”
“I am not leaving without you.”
“Harry.”
“I mean it.”
“You have a start date.”
“I can tell Senda there is a problem.”
“Don’t.”
“If you don’t have approval…”
“I have an interview tomorrow.”
“So?”
“So I get the job.”
“You don’t know that.”
“Neither did you.”
“What?”
“You didn’t know whether Senda would hire you until they did.”
“That’s different.”
“No. You’re only calling it different because it already happened.”
He was quiet. “I don’t like this.”
“Neither do I.”
“We said together.”
“We are going together.”
“Then why are we discussing me leaving alone?”
“We aren’t.”
“We just did.”
“No. You said you wouldn’t leave alone, and I told you not to throw away your job. Those are two different forms of premature panic.”
He sighed. “I’ve infected you with software language.”
“Yes.”
“I’m sorry.”
“No, you aren’t.”
“No.”
I leaned back in my office chair. “Harry, I am going to get this certificate.”
“Okay.”
“I am going to get an architecture job.”
“Okay.”
“And thirty-something days from now, we are going to Costa Verde together.”
“Okay.”
“Say something more convincing.”
“Yes, Sophie.”
“Better.”
After we hung up, I opened the departure portal again. PROTECTIVE ADMINISTRATIVE PAUSE The words annoyed me more every time. There was nothing protective about a government telling me to remain where I was.
My Costa Verde interview went well. Lucía Ferrer wore glasses with red frames and conducted the call from an office with ceiling fans turning slowly above her. Behind her, three architects were arguing in Spanish over a model. Nobody appeared afraid of disturbing management.
It was early afternoon in Costa Verde and evening in Ardania. Lucía looked through my portfolio. “You work on large developments.”
“Yes.”
“Do you like them?”
“Some.”
“That’s diplomatic.”
“I like buildings that get built.”
She laughed. “Then Costa Verde may appeal to you.”
“I’ve noticed.”
“Planning approval is simpler here.”
“So I’ve heard.”
“Not always better.”
“I’ve seen the balconies.”
She stopped. “What balconies?”
“Nothing.”
“No, tell me.”
I described the building I had seen online. She laughed. “I know it.”
“Sorry.”
“Don’t be. Everyone hates that building except the owner.”
“Was there no design review?”
“There was.”
“What happened?”
“The owner won.”
“Freedom.”
“Unfortunately.”
We discussed residential renovation, tropical climate, ventilation, materials, and my experience with planning regulations. At one point she asked why I wanted Costa Verde.
“My fiancé has accepted a job there.”
“Good reason.”
“And I like what your firm does.”
“Better reason.”
“I want both.”
She smiled. “When do you relocate?”
“About five weeks.”
“Firm date?”
“Almost.” I hated the word as soon as I said it.
“Visa issue?”
“No. Departure issue.”
She frowned. “Departure from Ardania?”
“Yes.”
“You need permission?”
“Apparently it isn’t permission.”
“What is it?”
“A Departure Compliance Certificate.”
“What does it certify?”
“That I am compliant with departing.”
Lucía stared at me. “That sounds like permission.”
“I’ve raised this.”
She laughed. “Will you have it?”
“Yes.”
I said it confidently. Agency sometimes began as deciding which uncertainty you were willing to bully.
She nodded. “We’ll make a decision next week.”
“Thank you.”
When the call ended, I felt good. Not relieved. Good. I wanted the job. That mattered. I wanted Costa Verde for reasons independent of Harry, even though Harry was the reason I had looked there in the first place.
A strange thing happens when you exercise a choice. The choice expands. Leave Ardania. Work in Costa Verde. Marry Harry. Perhaps stop working when we had children. Perhaps not. Perhaps work part-time. Perhaps have two children. Perhaps three.
I had grown up without brothers or sisters and knew exactly what it was like to wish there were another child at the table who understood your parents from the same side. I wanted a noisier house than the one I had grown up in. There was no guarantee any of it would happen. But they were our questions. That was increasingly valuable.
By Friday, Harry’s Departure Compliance status had changed. TRANSITIONAL CERTIFICATE APPROVED. Mine had not.
He came home holding his phone as though it contained evidence of a crime. “I got it.”
“I know.”
“How?”
“You sent me six messages.”
“I shouldn’t have.”
“You should have.”
“It feels wrong.”
“Why?”
“Because we applied within days of each other.”
“You declared earlier.”
“By three days.”
“Apparently three days is the difference between freedom and administrative review.”
He sat beside me on the bed. I had gradually moved more things into his room. Two sweaters hung on my side of the wardrobe. A toothbrush lived permanently in the bathroom. Books occupied part of the shelf. My shoes had colonised a section of the floor.
Henry continued to regard this as temporary storage. His ability to maintain a principle against observable evidence was becoming less charming in government and more charming at home.
Harry showed me the certificate. It contained a QR code. Valid for ninety days. Approved foreign employment. Approved relocation basis. No outstanding fiscal obligations. No restriction on permanent departure.
“Congratulations,” I said.
“Don’t.”
“Why?”
“Because you don’t have one.”
“You do.”
“I don’t want mine if you can’t go.”
“That is exactly the sort of romantic stupidity I expect you to avoid once we’re married.”
“I mean it.”
“I know.”
“I can ask Senda to delay.”
“No.”
“Sophie.”
“No.”
“We said we leave together.”
“We still have more than a month.”
“And if yours isn’t approved?”
“It will be.”
“And if it isn’t?”
“Then we deal with that when it happens.”
“I don’t like the direction.”
“Neither do I.”
“I don’t want to get to the final week and discover…”
“Harry.”
He stopped. I took his hand. The engagement ring pressed lightly against his fingers.
“You have spent months telling everyone that agency matters.”
“I know.”
“That we should make decisions before circumstances make them for us.”
“Yes.”
“That waiting until every uncertainty disappears is how people end up never doing anything.”
“Yes.”
“So don’t let the government turn our decision into theirs.”
“What do you mean?”
“You have a job.”
“Yes.”
“You accepted it.”
“Yes.”
“We decided to go.”
“Yes.”
“Then we go.”
“Together.”
“If at all possible, together.”
His face changed. “No.”
“Listen.”
“I am.”
“No. You’re preparing to object.”
“Same thing.”
I smiled. “If my certificate is delayed by a week or two, you start your job. Senda has arranged the apartment for your first weeks. You get settled. I follow.”
“No.”
“Why?”
“Because we’re engaged.”
“That’s not an illness requiring quarantine.”
“I don’t want to leave you here.”
“You wouldn’t be abandoning me.”
“It would feel like it.”
“Then feel bad from Costa Verde.”
He stared at me. “You are unbelievably unsympathetic.”
“I am protecting your career.”
“I can get another job.”
“A very good job?” He said nothing. “Paying enough that we can build the life we’ve been talking about?”
“Yes.”
“And you’d throw it away because a government clerk hasn’t stamped my exit form quickly enough?”
“Departure Compliance Certificate.”
“Do not use their language against me.”
He almost smiled. I squeezed his hand. “If it comes to that, you go first.”
“I don’t agree.”
“You don’t have to yet.”
“That’s convenient.”
“I learned from government.”
He leaned back against the wall. “What if they aren’t merely slow?”
I knew what he meant. What if the delay was the point? What if the certificate wasn’t a bureaucratic inconvenience but a door being constructed while we stood in the doorway?
I wasn’t ready to believe that. Not because it was impossible. Because believing it would require changing too much too quickly.
“I have no taxes owing,” I said.
“I know.”
“No debt.”
“I know.”
“No national service.”
“I know.”
“No criminal record.”
“I know.”
“I’m a twenty-eight-year-old architectural technician with a fiancé and six job applications. What possible reason could they have to stop me?”
He looked at me. “That is exactly what worries me.”
Sunday lunch was unusually peaceful. Henry had decided not to discuss government policy. Harry had agreed not to mention Bitcoin. Malcolm had agreed to neither condition but was threatened with loss of dessert.
Irv and Maddy came upstairs. Irv looked tired. His new compliance job had started badly and was apparently improving in the wrong direction.
Maddy asked about the ring again. Then about Costa Verde. “Any interviews?”
“One.”
“How did it go?”
“Good.”
“Offer?”
“Not yet.”
“What about residency?”
“Fine.”
I looked at Harry. He looked at his plate. I had not told everyone about the Departure Compliance problem. Not because it was secret. Because I was tired of making every meal an emergency meeting.
Helen noticed. Helen always noticed.
After lunch, Maddy and Irv went downstairs. Malcolm went out. Henry retired to his chair with the civil-service book, and Harry went upstairs to answer an email from Senda.
I was helping Helen clear the table. She handed me a stack of plates. “You still don’t have it.”
I stopped. “What?”
“The certificate.”
“How do you know?”
“You’d have told us.”
I placed the plates beside the sink. “Still pending.”
“How long?”
“They said ten to fifteen days.”
“How many have passed?”
“Five.”
She nodded.
“Harry has his.”
“Yes.”
“Because he applied before the rule.”
“Declared before.”
“Same difference.”
“Apparently.”
She began running water. “And if yours isn’t approved before he leaves?”
“He may go first.”
Her hands stopped beneath the tap. “You’d let him?”
“Yes.”
“You want to go together.”
“Of course.”
“Then why?”
“Because I’m not letting Ardania take his job too.”
Helen looked at me. That was the first time I had said it that way. Take. Not delay. Not complicate. Take.
She turned off the tap. “Do you think that’s what they’re doing?”
“No.”
I answered too quickly. Helen heard it. “I think they’re trying to stop people leaving without settling taxes and things.”
“You have no taxes.”
“I know.”
“So why are you stopped?”
“Because I don’t have a job yet.”
“You don’t need one.”
“The government thinks I do.”
“Costa Verde doesn’t?”
“No.”
“Harry doesn’t?”
“No.”
“You don’t?”
“No.”
“Then why does Ardania?”
I had no answer. She picked up a dish towel. “When Henry and I married, I stopped teaching for four years.”
“I remember you saying.”
“Henry didn’t earn much.”
“No.”
“Neither of us had to prove we could afford to marry.”
“No.”
“We’re not marrying yet.”
“I know.”
She dried a plate. “The strange thing about governments is that they begin by helping people who cannot manage their affairs and eventually conclude that nobody can.”
I looked at her. “Have you been reading the articles Harry sends?”
“No. I have standards.”
I laughed. She handed me another plate. “Do you know what bothers me most?”
“What?”
“That they call it protection.”
“Protective administrative pause.”
“Yes.”
She frowned. “If I stop you leaving my house because I think your plans are unwise, what do we call that?”
“Parenting?”
“You’re twenty-eight.”
“Kidnapping?”
“Closer.”
We both laughed. Then stopped. The joke had approached the truth more closely than either of us intended.
Monday brought no certificate. Tuesday brought no certificate. Wednesday brought an email from Costa Verde. I opened it standing beside the printer at work.
Dear Sophie, We very much enjoyed speaking with you…
I read faster. Second interview. Not an offer. But closer.
I called Harry. “Second interview.”
“Yes!”
He sounded happier than I felt. “When?”
“Friday.”
“This is good.”
“I know.”
“If you get it, your departure basis clears.”
“Probably.”
“You said probably.”
“I know.”
He lowered his voice. “Thirty days.”
“Don’t count at me.”
“You count days.”
“I have retired.”
“You’re thirty.”
“Twenty-eight.”
“Days.”
“I know what you meant.”
There was silence. Then Harry said, “I checked flights.”
My stomach tightened. “For both of us?”
“Yes.”
“Good.”
“Prices are rising.”
“Book them.”
“I need your certificate number for the one-way relocation fare.”
“Then buy normal tickets.”
“Return?”
“Yes.”
“That might…”
“I know.”
We had reached the point where ordinary tasks generated legal interpretations. Buying a plane ticket had become a moral philosophy seminar. “Wait another week,” I said.
“Okay.”
“Then we’ll decide.”
“Together.”
“Yes.”
After we hung up, I returned to my desk. The Eastbridge housing project had been suspended. Again. The developer could no longer make the revised affordable-housing contribution work. Twenty-two percent had achieved what eighteen percent had failed to achieve. Nothing would be built. The municipality announced that the suspension demonstrated the need for stronger housing intervention. I read the statement twice.
Then I sent Harry a screenshot. His reply arrived seconds later. The hallmark of our government is it breaks things, then uses the debris as a battering ram to break more things. I laughed out loud.
Alina looked over. “What?”
I showed her. She read it. “Marry him.”
“Working on it.”
That evening, Harry and I walked through Westbridge Park. The same route where he had proposed. The ducks remained badly governed. A different elderly man was feeding them. The sign remained ignored. Some systems still permitted peaceful noncompliance.
Harry held my hand. “You’re sure?”
“About what?”
“If the certificate isn’t through.”
“We aren’t there yet.”
“But if.”
I sighed. “You go.”
“No.”
“Harry.”
“I can ask for three weeks.”
“And then?”
“If necessary, another.”
“And if Senda says no?”
“Then…”
“No.”
He stopped walking. “What?”
“I won’t let this happen.”
“What happen?”
“The certificate.” He looked confused. “I’m not letting it turn us into people who wait for permission to act.”
“We literally need permission.”
“Administratively, perhaps. Mentally, no.”
He smiled faintly. “That sounds like one of my articles.”
“I’ve improved it.”
“Obviously.”
I turned towards him. “We decided on Costa Verde before this certificate existed.”
“Yes.”
“You accepted the job before it existed.”
“Yes.”
“I agreed to marry you before it existed.”
“Yes.”
“So this form does not get to reach backwards and make those decisions provisional.”
He looked at me for a long moment. “You’ll follow?”
“Yes.”
“How soon?”
“Days.”
“A week?”
“Maybe.”
“Two?”
“If the bureaucracy insists on demonstrating its importance.”
He didn’t smile. I touched his face. “Harry. I will come.”
“You don’t know that.”
Neither of us spoke. There it was. The first crack in our certainty. Small. Almost invisible. But real. I hated hearing him say it. More precisely, I hated the fact that he was no longer obviously wrong.
I kissed him. Then I said, “I will come.”
He nodded. This time he didn’t argue. We continued walking.
Near the lake, children were throwing stones into the water while their parents pretended not to notice. The late spring sun remained high. Westbridge looked peaceful. Nothing about the park suggested a country in which adults had begun filling out forms explaining why they wished to leave.
That was the strangest feature of Ardania’s decline. Almost everything still worked. You could buy bread. Go to work. Feed ducks illegally. Get engaged. Apply for jobs. Complain about the government.
You could even leave. Provided you weren’t leaving permanently. Provided you had settled your civic obligations. Provided your economic purpose was approved. Provided the computer agreed. Provided you intended to come back.
The restrictions did not yet feel like walls. They felt like questions. A checkbox here. A certificate there. A request for clarification. A protective pause. Perhaps that was how walls were built in modern countries. Not from concrete. From conditions.
Harry squeezed my hand. “Twenty-nine days tomorrow.”
“I told you not to count.”
“Sorry.”
“You’re not.”
“No.”
I rested my head briefly against his shoulder. In twenty-nine days, we still believed he would board a plane for Costa Verde. We still believed I would be sitting beside him. And if some minor bureaucratic problem prevented that, we believed I would follow a week or two later.
That was the comforting thing about deterioration. At every stage, you assumed the next stage would still resemble the last. We had not yet learned how quickly a government could change the rules once it discovered that people were beginning to act for themselves.
Yes. I’ve kept the chapter’s length and most of its structure, but corrected the countdown so the sequence now works cleanly: Day 25 mining ban, Day 21 skills review, Day 18 database hack, Day 14 Sophie’s job offer, Day 11 the higher electricity bill/tariffs, Day 8 packing, Day 4 employer consultation, Day 1 final dinner, and Day 0 Harry’s departure. I also toned down the family’s response to the hack and fixed the Senda temporary-apartment continuity.
Chapter Ten
Forty-Two Days
Forty-two days sounds like a long time until someone gives you forty-two days. Then it becomes six weekends. Thirty working days. Approximately twenty family dinners. One government crisis every four days. And, in my case, not quite enough time to get my fiancée out of the country.
When I accepted the Senda Systems job, Sophie and I had forty-two days before I was expected in Costa Verde. I was the one with the job, the employer sponsorship, and eventually the approved Departure Compliance Certificate.
Sophie was supposed to be sitting beside me on the plane. That was the part of the plan that gradually stopped cooperating.
On Day Forty-One, I proposed. On Day Thirty-Nine, Ardania introduced the Departure Compliance Certificate. By Day Thirty, Sophie’s application was still under protective administrative pause. On Day Twenty-Eight, she completed her second interview with the architecture firm in Costa Verde.
We were still optimistic. At Day Twenty-Five, the government banned Bitcoin mining. Not Bitcoin. Just mining. This distinction was considered important.
The announcement came during breakfast on Monday morning. I was pouring coffee when Dad cleared his throat and said, “Bitcoin mining is being suspended.”
I stopped pouring. “What?”
“Temporary emergency suspension.”
“Where?”
“Ardania.”
“I gathered that.”
He turned his tablet towards me. GOVERNMENT ACTS TO REDUCE ELECTRICITY COSTS FOR ARDANIAN FAMILIES
That was the headline. The Ministry of Energy announced an immediate prohibition on commercial cryptocurrency mining because proof-of-work operations were placing “unacceptable pressure on national energy affordability during a period of external economic stress.”
Sophie was sitting beside me in one of my old T-shirts. By then, she had practically moved into my room, although the household continued to maintain various diplomatic fictions concerning this fact.
Malcolm had abandoned the fiction entirely. He entered the kitchen, looked at Sophie, and said, “Good morning, future Mrs Upstairs.”
Dad lowered his tablet. “Malcolm.”
“What?”
“You know what.”
“No, but I can probably infer it.”
“Sit down.” He did.
I took Dad’s tablet and scrolled through the article. “Does it say how much electricity Bitcoin mining actually uses in Ardania?”
Dad looked over my shoulder. “There will be figures somewhere.”
“There aren’t.”
Malcolm leaned across the table. “That seems useful.”
“The principle is clear,” Dad said.
“What principle?” I asked.
“Non-essential consumption should not raise electricity costs for households.”
“Bitcoin mining doesn’t set the electricity price.”
“High demand can raise prices.”
“So can industry.”
“Bitcoin mining is not productive industry.”
“It produces Bitcoin.”
“That is circular.”
“So is producing government reports about the cost of producing government reports.”
“Harry.”
“Sorry.”
Sophie read the article on her phone. “Will it actually lower electricity bills?”
“No,” I said.
Dad answered at the same time. “It should.”
Mom put toast on the table. “Excellent. We have both sides.”
“The electricity market is more complicated than Harry suggests,” Dad said.
“And simpler than the government suggests,” I replied.
Malcolm buttered his toast. “How much will bills fall?”
Dad looked at the article. “It doesn’t specify.”
“Then we’ll know soon.”
That was the dangerous thing about Malcolm. He had begun measuring policies by whether they did what they were supposed to do. Ardania increasingly preferred broader criteria.
Sophie kept reading. “The miners have seventy-two hours to shut down.”
“Temporary,” Dad said.
“Naturally.”
“The government is dealing with an energy shortage.”
“Why is there an energy shortage?” I asked.
“Imported natural gas has become more expensive.”
“Why?”
“International conditions.”
“Also the new tariffs?”
Dad looked at me. “What tariffs?”
I opened another announcement from the previous evening. Imported energy equipment, industrial machinery, food products, and “non-essential consumer goods” were being subjected to emergency tariffs ranging from fifteen to forty percent.
The official objective was to protect Ardanian production and reduce dependence on hostile foreign supply chains.
Sophie read over my shoulder. “Forty percent on imported appliances.”
Mom looked at the refrigerator. “Nobody touch anything.”
Malcolm opened it. “Why?”
“Because if that breaks, we’re eating warm cheese until the war ends.”
“There is no war,” Dad said.
“Then warm cheese until there isn’t one.”
Dad took back his tablet. “The tariffs are intended to encourage domestic substitution.”
“Do we manufacture refrigerators?” Sophie asked.
“Some components.”
“Which components?”
“I don’t know.”
“Doors?”
Malcolm suggested, “Magnets.”
Mom looked at the collection of family photographs and takeaway menus attached to the refrigerator. “We’re internationally competitive in magnets.”
Even Dad smiled.
I opened the tariff schedule. Coffee. Electronics. Vehicle parts. Medicines above certain price thresholds. Construction materials. Foreign software services. Agricultural machinery. It was a remarkably comprehensive programme for making almost everything more expensive at once.
“Instead of another country imposing an embargo on us,” I said, “we’ve decided to save them the trouble.”
Dad frowned. “That’s absurd.”
“What’s the practical difference if imports become prohibitively expensive?”
“Domestic producers will replace them.”
“With what inputs?”
“Domestic ones.”
“And if those don’t exist?”
“Businesses adapt.”
“How?”
“Investment.”
“With capital controls?”
He gave me the look. The conversation had reached its regulatory limit.
Mom slid eggs onto his plate. “Eat.”
He did. That was how most economic debates ended in our family. Protein.
Four days later, on Day Twenty-One, Sophie’s Departure Compliance application changed status.
PROTECTIVE ADMINISTRATIVE PAUSE became SECONDARY REVIEW.
We celebrated. There is something wrong with a country when SECONDARY REVIEW feels like progress. The problem was the National Skills Retention assessment. Architectural technicians had been added to a new category called Built Environment Capacity Personnel.
Sophie called me from work. “I think I’m now strategic infrastructure.”
“Congratulations.”
“I’m serious.”
“So am I.”
“They want a letter from my employer.”
“Saying what?”
“That my departure will not materially impair national housing delivery.”
I looked around Novalytic. “Can your employer certify that?”
“My employer can barely materially deliver national housing while I’m there.”
“Maybe say that.”
“I considered it.”
“Don’t.”
“I know.”
“Get the letter.”
“They’ve never seen the form.”
“Of course.”
“HR says they need Legal to review it.”
“How long?”
“They don’t know.”
“Tell them it’s urgent.”
“I did.”
“Tell them national housing depends on it.”
She laughed. That was good. If Sophie still laughed, the problem remained solvable. That had become my private economic indicator. Not GDP. Not the crown. Not the banking system. Sophie.
Three days later, on Day Eighteen, the government Bitcoin database was hacked.
I was at work when Tomas rolled his chair across the aisle. “You need to see this.”
“What?”
He held out his phone. DATA BREACH EXPOSES ARDANIAN DIGITAL-ASSET REGISTRY
I read the first paragraph. Then the second. Then I took the phone from him.
“Hey.”
“Sorry.”
The leaked database allegedly contained information collected from licensed cryptocurrency exchanges and banks under the government’s Digital Asset Market Stability Framework. Names. Home addresses. Tax identification numbers. Exchange transaction histories. Declared wallet addresses. Estimated digital-asset holdings.
“What the hell?”
“Exactly.”
I opened another report. The government had confirmed an “unauthorised access incident” but said there was no evidence that private keys had been compromised. This was technically reassuring and practically beside the point. Nobody needed your private keys to make your life unpleasant if they had your name, home address, and a reasonable estimate of how much Bitcoin you owned.
Tomas looked at me. “Are you in it?”
“Probably.”
“How much does the government know?”
“I bought through licensed exchanges.”
“Address?”
“My parents’ house.”
That was the moment my stomach tightened. Not because I owned roughly 0.76 bitcoin. Because Sophie still slept there. My parents lived there. Malcolm lived there. Irv and Maddy lived in the basement.
The government had spent months demanding transactional visibility. Now somebody else had obtained the visibility.
“Is the database searchable?” Tomas asked.
“Apparently mirrors are spreading.”
“Don’t use the company network.”
“I wasn’t planning to.”
I used my private phone. One mirror had already made the information searchable. I entered my name. HAROLD VALE There it was. Home address. Westbridge. Historical transfers to two exchanges. Approximate purchases. Known withdrawal addresses. Estimated holdings range: 0.5–1.0 BTC. They had me roughly right. That was considerably less reassuring than being wrong.
“Shit,” Tomas said.
“Yes.”
“Your family lives there.”
“Yes.”
“Call them.”
I was already doing it. Sophie answered. “Hi.”
“You heard about the hack?”
“No. What happened?”
“Government Bitcoin registry.”
“What registry?”
“The one they collected through banks and exchanges.”
“Of course.”
“My name is in it.”
There was a pause. “Address?”
“The house.”
Another pause. “How much information?”
“Name, address, exchange history, estimated holdings.”
“How much do they think you have?”
“Half to one bitcoin.”
“That’s bad.”
“Yes.”
“What should we do?”
I forced myself not to turn concern into panic. “Nothing dramatic. But tell Mom to keep the doors locked. Close the curtains tonight. Don’t discuss Bitcoin with anyone outside the family.”
“Okay.”
“I’ll call Dad and Malcolm. Irv too.”
“Do you think somebody would actually come to the house?”
“Probably not.”
“Harry.”
“I mean it. Probably not. But there’s no reason to make it easy for someone to see who’s home or what we’re doing.”
She lowered her voice. “Can somebody steal the Bitcoin from the database?”
“No.”
“Then what are you worried about?”
“There’s something called a wrench attack.”
“What?”
“It’s the idea that cryptography can be perfect, but someone can threaten the person who knows the keys.”
There was a pause. “That is a terrible name.”
“It involves a cheap wrench in the original joke.”
“Wonderful.”
“I’m not saying anybody is coming.”
“You’re saying lock the doors and close the curtains.”
“Precaution.”
“Protective pause?”
“Don’t.”
She laughed once. Still good. Still solvable. “Does anyone know I know the seed?” she asked.
My stomach tightened again. “No.”
“Good.”
“Keep it that way.”
“I hadn’t planned to put it on LinkedIn.”
“Sorry.”
“I know.”
“I’ll see you tonight.”
“I’ll be there.”
By the time I got home, Dad had already read the leaked record. He had locked the back door. He did not mention having done so.
That evening, the government held a press conference. Governor Kors appeared beside the Minister of Digital Security and assured citizens that the breach presented no direct threat to cryptocurrency assets because private keys had not been stored in the affected system.
We watched the replay in the kitchen. The minister said citizens should remain vigilant for phishing attempts.
Malcolm paused the video. “Phishing.”
“Yes,” I said.
“Not wrenching.”
“Apparently not.”
He resumed the video. Governor Kors emphasised that mandatory reporting and exchange registration remained essential to protecting investors.
Malcolm paused it again. “The database designed to protect Bitcoin holders has published a shopping list of Bitcoin holders.”
Dad looked irritated. “Nobody published it intentionally.”
“That’ll be reassuring to the burglars.”
“The government was hacked.”
“Exactly.”
“Criminals are responsible.”
“Yes,” I said. “And perhaps centralising names, addresses, wallet information, and estimated holdings in one place made their job more rewarding.”
Dad looked at me. “Financial institutions maintain customer records in every country.”
“Do they all create one registry linking home addresses to estimated Bitcoin holdings?”
“Regulatory reporting is necessary.”
“And now anyone with an internet connection knows which houses might contain somebody who can be pressured for a seed phrase.”
Mom had been standing by the sink. She turned. “Where is yours?”
“What?”
“The Bitcoin.”
I knew what she meant. “The keys are secure.”
“Not in this house?”
“I’d rather not discuss exactly where any physical backup is kept.”
Dad frowned. “Why not?”
“Because our address has just appeared in a stolen government database.”
“My government did not...”
Mom held up a hand. “Henry.”
He stopped. She looked at me again. “And Sophie knows the words?”
“Yes.”
“All of them?”
“Yes.”
Sophie nodded. Mom looked between us. “So if someone came here because of this list…”
“They might assume the Bitcoin could be accessed from here.”
“Could it?”
“With the seed phrase, eventually, yes.”
Dad leaned back. “Then perhaps memorising it was not as clever as you thought.”
“No. Memorising it is exactly why the primary backup doesn’t need to be carried around.”
“But you do keep a backup.”
“Yes.”
“Where?”
“Again, not discussing it.”
Malcolm raised his hand. “I would like the record to show that Harry has finally discovered a Bitcoin subject on which he refuses to give a lecture.”
No one laughed much. The house suddenly felt different. The place I had lived since childhood was no longer merely home. It was an entry in a stolen database. HAROLD VALE — ESTIMATED DIGITAL ASSETS: 0.5–1.0 BTC
That evening, Dad checked the locks twice. Mom closed the curtains before dark. Irv said the bank could recommend a security company. By the next afternoon, Dad had arranged for a simple camera above the front entrance. Malcolm waved at it every time he came through the door. Dad told him this defeated the purpose. Malcolm said it improved engagement.
The following morning, the government announced that the data breach demonstrated the urgent need for stronger regulation of private digital-asset custody. I read the headline twice. Then I sent it to Sophie.
She replied: They’re using the debris as a battering ram again.
I had never loved her more.
Day Fourteen. Friday. Sophie received the job offer. I was at Novalytic when she called.
I answered before the second ring. “Well?”
“Hello to you too.”
“You got it.”
“I got it.”
I stood. Tomas looked over. I gave him a thumbs-up. He raised both hands.
“What are the terms?”
“Architectural technician. Residential projects. Salary is lower than here.”
“Doesn’t matter.”
“I know.”
“Start date?”
“They’ll wait six weeks.”
“Perfect.”
“Harry.”
“What?”
“I have a job in Costa Verde.”
Her voice had changed. She was happy. Not administratively happy. Actually happy.
I stopped. “I’m sorry. Yes. You have a job.”
“I wanted to work there.”
“I know.”
“We’ve been treating it like a key for the certificate, but I actually wanted this job.”
“I know.”
“Lucía liked my portfolio.”
“Of course.”
“And they want me on one of the Santa Elena housing projects.”
“Ugly balconies?”
“No.”
“Then accept immediately.”
“I already did.”
I laughed. “Good.”
“I learned from you.”
“Terrible.”
“Now I have an approved economic basis.”
“Upload it.”
“Already done.”
“Employment contract?”
“Yes.”
“Start confirmation?”
“Yes.”
“Salary?”
“Yes.”
“Residency?”
“The firm will sponsor.”
“This solves it.”
There was a small silence. “Yes,” Sophie said. “This solves it.”
We both needed to hear that.
At lunch, her portal changed. SECONDARY REVIEW — EMPLOYMENT DOCUMENTATION RECEIVED
At four thirty: ECONOMIC BASIS VERIFIED
I sent her three exclamation marks. She replied: Control yourself.
Everything else remained pending. National Skills Retention Review. Civic Benefit Review. Tax Clearance. Residency Departure Assessment. But the hardest part appeared solved.
Fourteen days until I left. Sophie would come with me. Of course she would. Three days later, Day Eleven arrived with two pieces of economic news.
The first was our electricity bill. It had increased. Two weeks had passed since the government suspended Bitcoin mining to reduce household energy pressure. The bill contained a new Temporary Energy Security Surcharge.
Malcolm printed the original mining announcement and taped it to the refrigerator. BITCOIN MINING SUSPENSION WILL REDUCE HOUSEHOLD ENERGY PRESSURES
Beside it, he taped the new notice. TEMPORARY ENERGY SURCHARGE REQUIRED DUE TO CONTINUING EXTERNAL PRESSURES
Dad removed both. Malcolm put them back. Dad removed them again. Eventually Mom told both of them to stop damaging the magnets.
The second piece of news was that the government had raised import tariffs again. The original emergency tariff schedule had apparently failed to reduce the trade deficit. This was interpreted as evidence that the tariffs had not been high enough.
Coffee rose eighteen percent. Imported electronics rose twenty-five. Medicine became harder to obtain. One of the two major foreign carmakers suspended deliveries to Ardania. The government celebrated a new national industrial strategy.
Malcolm called it “the self-imposed blockade.”
Dad objected. “A blockade is imposed by an enemy.”
“That’s why ours is innovative.”
The Ministry of Commerce announced subsidies for domestic manufacturers hurt by the higher cost of imported components.
That evening, I tried explaining the sequence to Sophie. “We tax the imported parts.”
“Yes.”
“Which raises costs for domestic manufacturers.”
“Yes.”
“Then we subsidise the domestic manufacturers because their costs rose.”
“Yes.”
“Where does the subsidy money come from?”
“Taxes.”
“Which means...”
She put a finger against my lips. “I love you.”
“Good.”
“Stop.”
Day Eight. We were sitting on my bed surrounded by clothes. Packing had begun. My life occupied surprisingly little space when I stopped including things my mother had stored for sentimental reasons. Laptop. Clothes. Documents. Kindle. Chargers. Toiletries. Passport. Hardware wallet.
No seed written anywhere in my luggage. Sophie had memorised the seed perfectly by then. We tested each other occasionally, but never by reciting the sequence aloud.
“Word four?” I asked. She answered. “Nine?” She answered again. “Twelve?” Correct. She looked at me. “Seven.” I answered. She waited. “What?”
“You hesitated.”
“I didn’t.”
“You did.”
“I was confirming.”
“With whom?”
“Myself.”
“That’s hesitation.”
“You want to try again?”
“No. I know it.”
“What if you’re nervous?”
“I’ll still know it.”
“What if...”
She kissed me. This interrupted the security audit. When she pulled away, she said, “I know the words.”
“Good.”
“You’re leaving in eight days.”
“We’re leaving.”
Her expression flickered. “We are.”
“What?”
“Nothing.”
“Sophie.”
“My Skills Retention review is still pending.”
“You have the job.”
“I know.”
“They’ll clear it.”
“I know.”
“You don’t sound...”
“Harry, eight days is eight days.”
“We can push my flight.”
“No.”
“We agreed...”
“We agreed you don’t throw away Senda.”
“I’m not going without you.”
“You’re not going without me. You’re going slightly before me if necessary.”
“No.”
She folded one of my shirts. “You own too many grey T-shirts.”
“They’re different.”
“They are the same shirt at different stages of surrender.”
“Sophie.”
She looked at me. “If the certificate isn’t ready on departure day, you go.”
“No.”
“Harry.”
“What do you plan to do? Stay here unemployed?”
“I’ll ask Senda.”
“They have already given you six weeks.”
“They might extend.”
“And if they don’t?”
“I don’t know.”
“I do.”
She put another shirt into the suitcase. “You go.”
“I don’t like you deciding this alone.”
“I’m not deciding it alone. I’m informing you until you agree.”
“That sounds remarkably Ardanian.”
“Then sign a form.”
I almost laughed. She sat beside me. “My employment basis is approved. My tax clearance is approved. My civic review is done. The only thing pending is this ridiculous skills assessment because Ardania suddenly thinks architectural technicians are strategic national assets.”
“Built Environment Capacity Personnel.”
She stared at me. “If you ever repeat that phrase in bed, the engagement is off.”
“Understood.”
“They’ll clear it.”
“When?”
“Soon.”
“That is not a unit of time.”
“Neither is temporary, apparently, but your father uses it constantly.”
I smiled despite myself.
“And if it clears three days after you leave,” she continued, “I fly three days after you.”
“What if it’s a week?”
“Then a week.”
“Two?”
“Harry.”
“What if...”
She touched my cheek. “You cannot solve every hypothetical by sacrificing the only functioning part of our plan.”
That sounded annoyingly correct. “If I go first, Senda has the temporary apartment waiting.”
“Yes.”
“For two weeks.”
“Yes.”
“I start work.”
“Yes.”
“I set up banking.”
“Yes.”
“I learn the buses.”
“You’ll never learn the buses.”
“Probably.”
“And before the two weeks are up, you find our real apartment.”
“Two bedrooms.”
“Yes.”
“Office.”
“Eventually.”
“Baby?”
“Eventually.”
“Closet?”
“More than half.”
“Negotiations already reopening?”
“Distance has made me stronger.”
I looked at her ring. “We were supposed to do this together.”
“We are doing it together.”
“From different countries.”
“Briefly.”
That word mattered. Briefly.
Day Four. Monday. Sophie still had no certificate. Her Skills Retention Review changed from PENDING to ADDITIONAL EMPLOYER CONSULTATION REQUIRED.
She phoned the department. They had contacted Bresson & Valeur Architecture to determine whether her departure might impair completion of domestic housing projects. Her employer had answered honestly. Yes, losing staff would impair delivery. Not catastrophically. But negatively. This was enough to delay the review.
When Sophie told me, I became angry in a way that surprised both of us. “They can’t hold you because your company needs employees.”
“They aren’t holding me.”
“What do you call it?”
“Don’t.”
“No. Seriously. You get another job abroad and your current employer can delay your departure because replacing you is inconvenient?”
“They haven’t denied anything.”
“They’ve delayed the certificate.”
“Yes.”
“Which prevents permanent departure.”
“Technically.”
“Oh, good. Technically trapped.”
She sat on the edge of the bed. I was standing. That made the argument worse. I sat beside her. “I’m sorry.”
“I know.”
“I’m not angry at you.”
“I know.”
“I hate this.”
“I know.”
“What did your boss say?”
“He didn’t realise the answer would affect the certificate.”
“Of course he didn’t.”
“He offered to clarify that I’m replaceable.”
“Romantic.”
“I appreciated it.”
“When?”
“Tomorrow.”
My flight was Friday. Four days. “We move the flight.”
“No.”
“Sophie.”
“No.”
“You really expect me to get on that plane?”
“Yes.”
“Without you?”
“If necessary.”
“I don’t know if I can.”
“Then I’ll drive you to the airport.”
“That’s sadistic.”
“I am a complicated woman.”
I looked at her. She smiled. Barely. There was something else under it. Fear. For the first time, I could see it without asking.
“When do you think you’ll come?”
“Monday.”
“Why Monday?”
“Because I’m choosing a day.”
“That’s not how bureaucracy works.”
“I know. That’s why it needs leadership.”
“Tuesday?”
“Monday.”
“Fine.”
We both pretended Monday was a plan.
Day One. Thursday evening. My final family dinner.
Mom cooked too much food. This was expected. Roast beef. Potatoes. Vegetables. Cheese. Apple tart. Apparently emigration required the same menu as every significant Vale event.
Irv and Maddy came upstairs. Irv’s new compliance position had made him quieter. Maddy compensated by talking more.
Malcolm wore a Costa Verde tourist T-shirt he had ordered online. COSTA VERDE — NO CENTRAL BANK, NO PROBLEM
Dad looked at it. “Take that off.”
“Why?”
“Because your brother is leaving, not attending a monetary conference.”
“It’s supportive.”
“It’s ridiculous.”
“It was discounted.”
Mom intervened. “Leave him alone.”
Dad pointed at Malcolm’s chest. “And after that database leak, I would prefer this family not advertise Bitcoin more than it already has.”
Malcolm looked down at the shirt. “The database contained our address, Dad. I don’t think my T-shirt completes the investigation.”
“There is a Bitcoin symbol on the back.”
“We know what Bitcoin looks like, Henry,” Mom said.
Dad gave up. Dinner began. Everyone avoided discussing Sophie’s certificate for seven minutes.
Then Maddy asked. “Any news?”
“No,” Sophie said.
My fiancée had become very good at saying no as though it were a temporary administrative state.
Maddy frowned.
“But you have the Costa Verde job now.”
“Yes.”
“So why don’t they approve it?”
“Skills retention.”
“Because you’re an architect?”
“Technician.”
“Still.”
Irv looked at her. “Still what?”
“If Ardania has a shortage of skilled workers, I understand why the government wants to know who’s leaving.”
“Wanting to know isn’t the same as stopping them,” Irv said.
“They haven’t stopped her.”
I looked at Sophie. Irv noticed. Maddy did too.
“Harry is leaving tomorrow,” she said.
“Yes.”
“Sophie will follow.”
“Yes.”
“Then what’s the problem?”
Nobody answered immediately. That had become the problem. We no longer knew whether we were discussing paperwork or freedom.
Dad raised his glass. “Let’s not make tonight political.”
Malcolm looked delighted. “Can we make it monetary?”
“No.”
“Demographic?”
“No.”
“Architectural?”
Dad pointed towards his plate. “Eat.” Malcolm obeyed.
For a few minutes, we did. Normal family dinner. Irv told us about a customer who had tried to classify a deposit on a yacht in Gallia as essential domestic expenditure.
“Ardania doesn’t have a coastline,” Malcolm said.
“That was one of Compliance’s observations.”
“What was his argument?”
“That he intended to remain an Ardanian taxpayer while sailing it.”
Malcolm nodded. “Patriotic yacht.”
Mom complained that imported olive oil had risen again. Sophie and Maddy discussed wedding dresses. Dad asked whether Costa Verde had decent hospitals. Malcolm asked whether he could visit during the university break.
“Of course,” I said.
Dad looked at him. “We’ll discuss it.”
“That’s Ardanian for no.”
“No. It’s parental for discuss.”
“Same administrative family.”
Later, Dad raised his glass again. This time nobody interrupted. “To Harry.”
Everyone looked at me. Dad was not good at farewells. He was better at procedures. “I don’t necessarily agree with all your conclusions about Ardania.”
Malcolm whispered, “Opening strong.”
Mom kicked him. Dad continued. “But I am very happy for you.”
That hit harder than expected. “You’ve found a good position. You’re building a future. And you’re taking responsibility for your life.”
He looked at Sophie. “And soon, I hope, for a family.”
Sophie smiled. “We hope so too.”
Dad nodded.
“I expect we will all see you in Costa Verde before long.”
“For the wedding,” Mom said.
“Yes.”
“All of you,” Sophie added.
Dad looked around the table. “Of course.”
At that moment, even he believed it. Costa Verde remained a place they would visit. My foreign adventure. A wedding destination. Perhaps somewhere Mom and Dad would spend two weeks complaining about the heat and unfamiliar plumbing.
Nobody at that table imagined climbing a mountain to get there. Not yet.
Malcolm raised his glass. “To Harry. First rat off the ship.”
Dad closed his eyes. “Malcolm.”
“What? Rats are intelligent.”
Irv laughed. “I think you made it worse.”
“Fine. First passenger into the lifeboat.”
“Stop.”
“To Harry,” Mom said.
Everyone repeated it. I looked at Sophie. She raised her glass. “See you Monday.”
Monday. We had decided. Therefore Monday existed.
That night, neither Sophie nor I slept much. My suitcase stood beside the door. Passport in the outer pocket. Certificate downloaded and printed twice. Senda contract. Costa Verde residency papers. Laptop. Kindle. Hardware wallet. Everything I needed to begin another life fit inside one suitcase and one backpack. The first time I noticed that, it frightened me.
Sophie lay beside me. Her side. I had begun thinking of the bed that way. My side. Her side. No official division. No spreadsheet. Just repetition.
“What side will I have in Costa Verde?” she asked.
“This one.”
“How?”
“I’ll orient the bed correctly.”
“What if the room doesn’t allow it?”
“I’ll move the building.”
“Software developer.”
“Architectural fiancée.”
“Good point.”
She turned towards me. “Don’t fill the closet.”
“I won’t.”
“Half.”
“Half.”
“Not forty percent because your jackets need breathing room.”
“That’s Malcolm’s jackets.”
“Right.”
“Your half stays empty.”
“Good.”
“Bedside table too.”
“Good.”
“Bathroom shelf.”
“I’ll need two.”
“Negotiation postponed.”
She smiled. Then she began crying. Quietly. I had never seen Sophie cry like that. No sobbing. No drama. Tears simply appeared.
I reached for her. “Hey.”
“I’m fine.”
“Clearly.”
“I hate this.”
“Then I stay.”
“No.”
“Yes.”
“No.”
“We move my flight.”
She shook her head against my chest. “I am not allowing the government to cost us your job.”
“It’s a job.”
“It’s our way out.”
The words hung there. Our way out. Not career opportunity. Not relocation. Out.
“You’ll come Monday.”
“Yes.”
“You believe that?”
She hesitated. That was the first moment I knew she didn’t. Not entirely.
I held her tighter. “If something changes...”
“No.”
“What?”
“Don’t make promises about things you can’t control.”
“I can come back.”
“No.”
“Of course I can.”
“If things get worse, you do not come back just to prove you love me.”
“I’m not leaving you trapped.”
“Then help me from somewhere you aren’t also trapped.”
I didn’t answer. That sentence remained with me. Perhaps love was partly knowing when joining someone in danger did not help them. I disliked that version.
“Monday,” she said again.
“Monday.”
We held each other until sometime after two.
Day Zero. Friday.
At six thirty, Mom made breakfast nobody ate. Dad wore his work suit although he was not leaving for another hour. Irv had come upstairs early. Maddy too. Malcolm was awake despite claiming mornings violated his rights.
My flight was at ten forty. We needed to leave for the airport at seven thirty. Sophie was coming with me. To the airport. That phrase required clarification now.
At seven twenty-five, Mom hugged me in the hallway. “Call when you land.”
“I will.”
“Not message. Call.”
“Okay.”
“Eat properly.”
“I know.”
“Don’t live on takeaway.”
“I know.”
“The temporary apartment has a kitchen?”
“Yes.”
“Photographs.”
“Of the kitchen?”
“Everything.”
Dad shook my hand first. Then apparently decided this was inadequate and hugged me. It lasted approximately two seconds. For him, this was an emotional speech.
“You’ll do well,” he said.
“Thanks.”
“Remember you’re representing Ardania.” Malcolm groaned. Dad ignored him. “And don’t become one of those expatriates who spends all his time explaining what’s wrong with his home country.”
“I would never.”
Sophie coughed. Dad almost smiled.
Irv hugged me. “Get established.”
“Then you visit.”
“Maybe.”
There was something in his voice. I looked at him. He nodded slightly. Malcolm had been right. Irv wasn’t the problem.
Maddy kissed my cheek. “We’ll see you at the wedding.”
“Definitely.”
Malcolm came last. “Send me something.”
“You’re twenty-one.”
“And international gifts remain culturally significant.”
“What?”
“Anything.”
“Fine.”
He hugged me. Then he whispered, “Get Sophie out.”
I looked at him. He wasn’t smiling. “I will.”
The airport was crowded. Not chaotic. Not yet. But crowded in the way a room becomes crowded when everybody has independently decided to leave earlier than planned.
The international departures hall contained longer lines than I remembered. Several families had enormous luggage piles. One man was arguing with an airline employee about a Departure Compliance Certificate. A woman cried beside the foreign-currency desk.
Government posters had appeared between the check-in counters. TRAVEL FREELY. TRAVEL RESPONSIBLY.
Thirty metres away: PERMANENT DEPARTURE REQUIRES CIVIC CLEARANCE
Sophie stared at them. “Do they read their own signs?”
“Different departments.”
“That explains everything.”
We checked my suitcase. The airline agent scanned my passport. Then my Departure Compliance Certificate. The computer took several seconds. Green.
“Permanent relocation to Costa Verde?”
“Yes.”
“Employment?”
“Yes.”
“Any declared capital transfers associated with departure?”
“No.”
Technically true. My Bitcoin was already mine. Nothing was being transferred because I travelled.
She handed back my passport. “Have a good flight.”
That simple. For me. Sophie stood beside the barrier. I could still decide not to go. The possibility felt physically present. One step backwards. Take the suitcase. Go home. Call Senda. Lose the job. Wait. Maybe her certificate arrived Monday. Maybe Wednesday. Maybe never.
“I don’t like this,” I said.
“We’ve established that.”
“I can stay.”
“No.”
“I mean it.”
“So do I.”
She put her arms around me. The airport continued around us. Wheels on tile. Announcements. Children. Suitcases. People saying goodbye.
“I’ll see you Monday,” she said into my shoulder.
“Monday.”
“If not Monday, Tuesday.”
“Monday.”
“Harry.”
“Fine. Tuesday.”
“If there’s another delay...”
“I know.”
“No. Say it.”
“You come when the certificate clears.”
“And you start work.”
“Yes.”
“Use Senda’s temporary apartment.”
“Yes.”
“Then find our real one before they throw you out.”
“Yes.”
“Leave my side of the bed.”
“Yes.”
“Closet.”
“Half.”
“Bathroom.”
“One shelf.”
“Two.”
“One and a half.”
“Done.”
We kissed. Then again. Finally, Sophie pushed me gently away. “Go.”
I went.
At security, my backpack passed through the scanner. Laptop. Chargers. Kindle. Wallet. Nothing interesting.
The hardware wallet attracted no attention. Why would it? It was a small electronic device. The Bitcoin did not exist inside it. My 0.76 bitcoin was not hidden in my luggage. It was not taped to my body. It did not need to evade customs.
The border could inspect everything I carried and never find the thing of greatest monetary value. The keys were recoverable from twelve ordinary words. Twelve words Sophie and I both knew.
For all Ardania’s databases, forms, scanners, certificates, and increasingly inventive definitions of responsibility, the state could not X-ray memory.
At passport control, the officer scanned my passport. A yellow message appeared. My stomach tightened. “Permanent relocation?”
“Yes.”
“Certificate?”
I handed it over. He scanned the QR code. Green. He looked at the screen again.
“Critical infrastructure employee?”
“Novalytic.”
“Former?”
“Today.”
“Foreign employer?”
“Senda Systems.”
“Costa Verde.”
“Yes.”
He looked at me for another second. Then stamped the passport. “Good luck.”
That was it. One stamp. One man. One computer deciding green rather than red.
I walked through. On the other side, I turned. Sophie was still visible beyond the glass. She raised her hand. I raised mine. For several seconds, neither of us moved. Then the crowd carried me towards the gate.
The flight took eleven hours including a connection. During the first flight, Sophie sent: Home. Your mother already cleaned your room.
I replied: My room?
Our room. Then: Your side remains available on application.
I wrote: Protective administrative pause? She sent a middle-finger emoji. Progress.
At the connecting airport: Checked portal. Nothing.
I replied: Monday.
She sent: Monday.
On the final flight, I slept badly. When I woke, the cabin map showed us crossing an ocean. Ardania was behind me. Costa Verde ahead. Sophie somewhere between geographically and administratively.
I opened my Kindle. Hundreds of books. No suitcase weight. One of the strange advantages of modern life was that enormous portions of it had become impossible to confiscate merely by searching luggage. Books in clouds. Money represented by keys. Photographs backed up remotely. Knowledge carried in memory.
Governments had spent centuries learning how to seize physical things. The world had quietly begun producing important things without convenient handles.
I liked that. Then I remembered the hacked Bitcoin database. Governments had adapted too. If they could not seize the thing directly, they could identify the person. Technology did not abolish coercion. It merely changed the contest.
I closed the Kindle. The woman beside me was asleep. I looked out at the clouds. Monday.
Costa Verde greeted me with heat. Not pleasant Mediterranean warmth. Heat with ambition. The airport doors opened and the atmosphere hit me like a wet towel. Within thirty seconds, my shirt had reconsidered its career.
The arrivals hall was noisy. Drivers called to passengers. Families shouted greetings. Somebody played music from a speaker.
Three currencies appeared on the café’s electronic menu. USD. CV peso. BTC. The Bitcoin price updated beside the coffee prices.
I stared. Not because I had never seen Bitcoin accepted before. Because nobody appeared to consider it ideological.
A man bought two bottles of water with Lightning. The cashier barely looked up. No speech. No photograph. No declaration about financial sovereignty. He bought water. That was all. I liked Costa Verde immediately.
Then I tried to find the taxi rank. The signs pointed in three directions. I followed the first and ended at buses. The second led to car rental. The third brought me back to the first. Freedom apparently did not include signage.
Eventually, a security guard pointed outside.
“Taxi?”
“Yes.”
“Blue line.”
“What blue line?”
He pointed at the ground. A faded blue stripe ran across the pavement, disappeared behind a vending machine, and reappeared near an exit.
“Of course.”
I followed it. Puerto Alba was chaotic. Beautiful in places. Ugly in others. Often simultaneously. Palm trees lined broad avenues. Colourful houses climbed hills behind the harbour. Glass towers stood beside old stucco buildings. Motorcycles considered traffic lanes advisory. Buses appeared to operate according to emotional rather than published schedules.
And Sophie had been right about the balconies. There were terrible balconies everywhere. Metal balconies. Concrete balconies. Balconies painted orange. Balconies enclosed in glass. Balconies holding washing machines. One building appeared to have balconies added by people who had not communicated with one another.
I took photographs and sent them to Sophie. You were right. Freedom has consequences.
She replied: I can fix this country.
Good. Still laughing. Still coming. Monday.
Senda had arranged temporary accommodation for two weeks. A furnished apartment in Santa Elena, thirty minutes from the office if traffic cooperated and potentially several generations if it did not.
One bedroom. Small kitchen. Balcony. The balcony was ugly. I did not tell Sophie immediately.
The relocation coordinator, Ana, met me with the keys. “Temporary only,” she said.
“Good.”
“You don’t like it?”
“I’ve been warned about balconies.”
She looked outside. “What’s wrong with the balcony?”
“Nothing.”
“Good.”
I was learning diplomacy.
The apartment had air conditioning. That mattered more. I dropped my suitcase and video-called Sophie. She answered from my—our—room at home.
“You’re there.”
“I’m here.”
“Show me.”
I turned the phone. “Kitchen.”
“Small.”
“Temporary.”
“Bathroom.”
“Acceptable.”
“Bedroom.”
“Bed looks narrow.”
“For one.”
“Briefly.”
“Briefly.”
“Balcony?” I hesitated. “Harry.”
I showed her. Silence. Then: “Oh no.”
“I know.”
“Who approved that railing?”
“Freedom.”
She laughed. I sat on the bed. “When’s your next portal check?”
“Tomorrow morning.”
“Monday.”
“Yes.”
“What time could you fly?”
“There’s a Monday afternoon flight.”
“Book it.”
“Certificate.”
“Refundable.”
“Already did.”
I smiled. “You did?”
“Agency.”
“Very good.”
“Your mother helped.”
“Really?”
“She said if we’re going to lose money on something, better an airline than inflation.”
“She’s progressing rapidly.”
“Your father is concerned.”
“About what?”
“The hacked database.”
“Any trouble?”
“No. The camera’s up.”
“Good.”
“Malcolm waves at it every time he comes home.”
“Of course.”
“Your father thinks this defeats the purpose.”
“He is correct.”
“Irv came upstairs last night.”
“What did he say?”
“Not much.”
“Meaning?”
“He asked what sort of banking jobs exist in Costa Verde.”
I sat straighter. “Seriously?”
“Quietly.”
“What did Maddy say?”
“She wasn’t there.”
There it was. “I told you.”
“What?”
“Irv isn’t the problem.”
“You didn’t tell me. Malcolm did.”
“Right.”
“Same household.”
I looked around the temporary apartment. “I’ll start looking for our real place tomorrow.”
“Two bedrooms.”
“Yes.”
“Office.”
“Yes.”
“Future child.”
“Eventually.”
“Future children,” she corrected.
I smiled. “Several?”
“Don’t restart the negotiation.”
“Closet?”
“More than half.”
“Distance really has made you stronger.”
“Monday.”
“Monday.”
My first day at Senda was Monday. Sophie’s certificate did not arrive. At six thirty Costa Verde time, I woke and checked my phone. No message. I called.
She answered immediately. “Nothing.”
My stomach sank. “Portal?”
“Still additional consultation.”
“What did your employer send?”
“Clarification Friday.”
“Call them.”
“I have.”
“What did they say?”
“Reviewing.”
“Escalate.”
“Already.”
“Can we...”
“Harry.”
I stopped. She sounded tired. “I am doing everything.”
“I know.”
“You cannot debug the ministry from Costa Verde.”
“I know.”
“Go to work.”
“I don’t want to.”
“Excellent first impression.”
“They’ll understand.”
“No. You will go to work.”
“Sophie.”
“I’m fine.”
“You aren’t.”
“Neither are you. One of us should remain employable.”
I laughed despite myself. “Flight?”
“I moved it to Wednesday.”
“Wednesday.”
“Yes.”
“You think...”
“Wednesday.”
I recognised the technique. Choose a date. Make uncertainty behave. “Okay.”
“I love you.”
“I love you too.”
We hung up.
My first day at Senda began twelve minutes later with Mateo handing me coffee. “You look terrible.”
“Thank you.”
“Jet lag?”
“Government.”
He nodded. “Harder to treat.”
Senda was exactly as advertised. Messy. Competent. Noisy. People argued openly. Nobody seemed frightened of titles.
At eleven, a production problem occurred. Two developers walked straight into Mateo’s office without scheduling a meeting. This alone felt revolutionary. By lunch, we had resolved it. Nobody formed a committee to determine whether admitting the bug would undermine confidence in the platform.
At three, payroll asked whether I wanted part of my salary in Bitcoin. “Fifteen percent.”
The woman typed it. “Done.”
“That’s it?”
She looked at me. “What else?”
“Nothing.”
“You can change it every month.”
“No approval?”
“From whom?”
I stopped. “Sorry. Ardania.”
She laughed. “Mateo warned us.”
I walked back to my desk. Everything in Costa Verde was not better. The office air conditioning was too cold. The traffic outside was insane. And the coffee was so strong and fresh that I initially thought someone had made it incorrectly. After a second cup, I realised I had simply spent years drinking weaker coffee.
Two developers spent forty minutes arguing about whether a particular database choice was “philosophically dishonest.”
But nobody asked whether my savings preferences aligned with national objectives. Nobody cared that I intended to marry Sophie. Nobody required me to justify earning foreign income. Nobody asked where I would spend it. The absence of interest felt like hospitality.
Wednesday came. No certificate. The refundable ticket moved to Friday.
Friday came. Sophie’s National Skills Retention Review finally cleared. I celebrated too early.
The portal immediately displayed: DEPARTURE SECURITY ASSESSMENT: PENDING
I stared at the screenshot. Then called her. “What the hell is Departure Security Assessment?”
“New.”
“New since when?”
“Yesterday.”
“Of course.”
“Permanent departures to jurisdictions classified as high financial-mobility destinations now receive enhanced review.”
“Costa Verde.”
“Yes.”
“Why?”
“Capital-flight risk.”
“You’re not moving capital.”
“I know.”
“You barely have capital.”
“Thank you.”
“I mean...”
“I know.”
“What are they reviewing?”
“Whether my departure is connected to unlawful financial avoidance.”
“You’re an architectural technician.”
“Potentially a very sophisticated one.”
I walked outside Senda’s office. The afternoon heat had become less shocking. That bothered me. Humans adapted too easily. “How long?”
“Ten working days.”
“No.”
“That’s what it says.”
“No.”
“Harry.”
“No. This is different.”
“Yes.”
“You cleared everything.”
“Yes.”
“Tax. Employment. Skills.”
“Yes.”
“And they invented another review.”
“Yes.”
“This isn’t processing.” She didn’t answer. “This is delay.”
“I know.”
“They don’t want people leaving.”
Silence. There it was. We had finally said it without joking. Not paperwork. Not compliance. Not civic obligations. They did not want people leaving.
“Have you talked to Dad?”
“Yes.”
“What did he say?”
“That the framework is under enormous administrative pressure because applications surged.”
“Of course.”
“Then your mother asked why applications surged.”
“Good.”
“He didn’t have an answer.”
“He has one. He doesn’t like it.”
“I know.”
“What about temporary travel?”
“Still allowed.”
“Then fly as a tourist.”
“We’ve discussed this.”
“Buy a return ticket.”
“And declare I’m going on holiday when I’m not.”
“Yes.”
“Harry.”
“What?”
“You are suggesting immigration fraud.”
“Departure fraud.”
“Excellent distinction.”
“Sorry.”
“And the airline systems now cross-check permanent-relocation applications.”
I stopped. “What?”
“My passport is flagged as having an active departure application.”
“So?”
“So a temporary trip while the application is under review can be referred for questioning.”
“They’re actually flagging passports?”
“Apparently.”
“Who told you?”
“The helpline.”
“Jesus.”
“No. Her name was Marta.”
Despite everything, I laughed. So did she. Then neither of us spoke.
“When do you think you can come?” I asked.
“I don’t know.”
First time. Not Monday. Not Wednesday. Not next week. I don’t know.
I sat on the concrete wall outside the office. Motorcycles passed. A fruit seller shouted at someone. Somewhere nearby, music played. Costa Verde continued being free and inconvenient around me.
“Sophie.”
“I’m here.”
“I’ll come back.”
“No.”
“If they deny it...”
“No.”
“If...”
“Harry, listen to me.” I did. “If they are starting to stop people leaving, the last thing I want is you voluntarily coming back inside.”
“I can’t leave you.”
“You already did.”
That hurt. She heard it. “Not like that.”
“I know.”
“You left because we decided you should.”
“I know.”
“And now you’re useful there.”
“Useful how?”
“You have a base.”
“A temporary apartment.”
“Find the real one.”
“I don’t care about the apartment.”
“I do.”
“Sophie.”
“When I get there, I don’t want to live on your office floor.”
“You wouldn’t.”
“Then get an apartment.”
“Two bedrooms.”
“Yes.”
“Closet.”
“More than half.”
“Fine.”
“Your job.”
“I’ll do it.”
“Learn the system.”
“Okay.”
“If things get worse, we may need someone outside who knows what to do.”
The sentence frightened me more than anything the government had announced. Someone outside. Not a fiancé waiting. An outside contact. A safe point. The language of escape.
“How are my Mom and Dad?”
“Your mother is worried.”
“Dad?”
“Your father is becoming quieter.”
“Irv?”
“Very interested in Costa Verde banking jobs.”
“Maddy?”
“Still thinks everyone is overreacting.”
“Malcolm?”
There was a pause. “Malcolm asked how difficult it is to cross the western mountains.”
I stood. “What?”
“He may have been joking.”
“Was he?”
“I think.”
“Why would he ask that?”
“Because he’s Malcolm.”
“Sophie.”
“I don’t know.”
The western mountains formed Ardania’s least populated frontier. Beyond them lay Norland. No major airport. Few highways. Old walking routes. Forests. High passes. I thought of backpacks. What fits.
Malcolm mentioning mountains again and again as a joke. Suddenly it did not feel funny.
“Don’t do anything stupid,” I said.
“That’s rich coming from a man whose financial security consists partly of memorised words.”
“Promise.”
“I promise.”
“Call me tonight.”
“Of course.”
“I love you.”
“I love you too.”
We hung up. I remained outside for several minutes. Mateo came through the door. “You okay?”
“No.”
He sat beside me without asking. “My fiancée still can’t leave Ardania.”
He nodded. “The certificate.”
“Now security review.”
“Why?”
“Because Costa Verde lets people move their money.”
He thought about this. “So your government is worried that if people can leave, they might leave.”
“Essentially.”
“That is a difficult policy to argue with.”
I looked at him. “How?”
“If nobody leaves, they can say nobody wants to.”
I laughed once. It was not very funny.
Mateo looked towards the street. “My parents left another country when I was a child.”
“Why?”
“Different reasons. Similar language.”
“What language?”
“Temporary. Necessary. Security. Stability.”
He stood. “Governments have limited vocabulary.”
“Did they get out legally?”
“Mostly.”
“What does mostly mean?”
“It means ask me when we know each other better.”
He went inside. I remained on the wall. No matter how cynical you were, reality still seemed capable of insulting your lack of imagination.
During my second weekend in Costa Verde, I found the apartment. Two bedrooms. Third floor. Santa Elena. Twenty minutes from Senda outside rush hour and an unknowable duration during it.
White walls. Tile floors. Small kitchen. Air conditioning. A balcony Sophie would tolerate. Not love. Tolerate.
The landlord wanted dollars. I asked whether he accepted Bitcoin. He said yes, but preferred dollars because his wife did not understand Bitcoin and he preferred remaining married. Reasonable.
I signed a one-year lease. Then bought exactly enough furniture to make the place habitable. Bed. Table. Four chairs because hope should have chairs. Sofa. Desk.
I left the second bedroom mostly empty. For now. In the main bedroom, I put my clothes on the left side of the closet. Then moved them farther left. Half remained empty. Exactly half.
I bought two bedside lamps. Two mugs. Two towels. Two sets of pillows. The bathroom had three shelves. I took one. Sophie could have two. Compromise.
That evening, I video-called her. “Tour.”
I walked through the apartment. “Kitchen.”
“Better.”
“Living room.”
“Your sofa is ugly.”
“It was cheap.”
“Those aren’t mutually exclusive.”
“Second bedroom.”
“Office?”
“Eventually.”
“Children?”
“Several, apparently.”
“Don’t get ahead of yourself.”
“Main bedroom.”
She became quiet. I showed her the closet. Half empty. “Good.”
“Bathroom.” I showed the shelves.
She saw two empty. “You’re learning.”
“Rapidly.”
Then the balcony. She studied it. “Acceptable.”
“High praise.”
“Don’t get complacent.”
I returned to the bedroom. Her side of the bed had the second lamp. Nothing else. It looked wrong. Rooms expected people.
“So,” I said, “when?”
She looked away. My chest tightened. “What?”
“I got another portal update.”
I already knew it wasn’t good. She held the phone towards the camera. The words were small, but I could read them. DEPARTURE SECURITY ASSESSMENT
STATUS: DEFERRED
REVIEW PERIOD EXTENDED PENDING NATIONAL INTEREST DETERMINATION
I stared at the screen. “What is National Interest Determination?”
“I don’t know.”
“How long?”
“It doesn’t say.”
“What do they want?”
“It doesn’t say.”
“Appeal?”
“Not until determination.”
“When is determination?”
“It doesn’t say.”
I stood in the bedroom in Costa Verde. Two bedside lamps. Half an empty closet. Her side of the bed untouched.
For weeks, every delay had come with a number. Ten days. Fifteen days. Three to five. Additional review. Monday. Wednesday. Friday.
There had always been another date to choose. Now there wasn’t. “What did the helpline say?”
“That the review has no statutory processing period under emergency regulations.”
“No statutory processing period?”
“I know.”
“They can keep it open indefinitely.”
“Apparently.”
“That’s denial without denying.”
“Yes.”
“Protective pause.”
“Harry.”
“Sorry.”
Neither of us knew what to say. I sat on the bed. Her side remained smooth.
“What does Mom think?”
“She wants to talk tomorrow.”
“About what?”
“The house.”
I looked up. “What about the house?”
“She asked me to show her the Costa Verde numbers again.”
“Five Bitcoin?”
“Approximately.”
“And Dad?”
“He doesn’t know she asked yet.”
That was new. “What changed?”
“Your father received another pension circular.”
“What kind?”
“Restrictions on future payments to pensioners who establish residence abroad during emergency conditions.”
My stomach tightened. “Is that aimed at him?”
“No. It’s general. But he read it three times.”
“Is he okay?”
“Not really.”
“What did he say?”
“Very little.”
That worried me more than an argument would have. “He’s upstairs?”
“Yes.”
“I should come home.”
“No.”
“Sophie.”
“This is getting worse.”
“Exactly.”
“I can help.”
“You can help from there.”
“How?”
She looked directly into the camera. “Be where we’re trying to get to.”
I couldn’t answer. Outside my apartment, someone shouted in Spanish. A motorcycle accelerated. A dog barked. Music drifted from another balcony. Costa Verde was hot, noisy, badly organised, and apparently incapable of constructing a straight railing.
Nobody had asked why I was there. Nobody cared how much Bitcoin I owned. Nobody had asked whether my departure served the national interest. I had been in the country barely two weeks, and already freedom was becoming invisible through familiarity.
That frightened me almost as much as Ardania. Things worth having could become normal too quickly. On my screen, Sophie was still sitting in my old bedroom at my parents’ house. Our room. Her temporary room.
Her engagement ring caught the light. “Harry.”
“Yes?”
“I’m going to get there.”
“I know.”
“No. You don’t.”
I looked at her. She smiled. Not because anything was funny. Because she knew I needed it.
“I’m going to get there.”
“Okay.”
“And when I do, I’m taking two-thirds of that closet.”
“No.”
“Then perhaps I’ll stay in Ardania.”
“Two-thirds.”
“Excellent.”
We both laughed. For a moment, the distance shrank. Then her phone made a sound. She looked down. “What?”
“Another government alert.”
“What now?”
She read it. Her face changed. “Sophie?”
She turned the phone towards me. A breaking-news banner filled the screen. GOVERNMENT ANNOUNCES TEMPORARY ENHANCED BORDER MEASURES IN RESPONSE TO VASKIAN SECURITY DEVELOPMENTS
I stopped breathing for a second. “What measures?”
“I’m opening it.” She read silently.
“What?”
“Foreign travel remains permitted.”
That phrase again. “What else?”
“Additional screening. National-service categories. Permanent relocation reviews may be suspended during the security assessment.”
“Suspended?”
“Temporarily.”
I stood in Costa Verde with seven thousand kilometres between us. Two weeks earlier, Sophie had been coming Monday. Then Wednesday. Then Friday. Then after review. Now I was no longer certain she would be allowed to come at all.
I looked at her side of the bed. Empty. Her half of the closet. Empty. The two bathroom shelves I had saved for her. Empty.
On my laptop screen, Sophie sat inside a country that still insisted its citizens were free to leave. The phrase iron curtain had always made me imagine concrete walls, soldiers, watchtowers, and barbed wire. Ardania’s version was more modern. It had portals. QR codes. Risk scores. Review periods. Helpful explanatory pages. And no end date.
“Sophie.”
“I’m here.”
“Keep your phone charged.”
“I will.”
“Keep the doors locked at night.”
“We do.”
“Keep the seed in your head.”
She gave me a tired smile. “Where else would I put it?”
“I love you.”
“I love you too.”
The call ended. I remained sitting on the edge of the bed. Two months earlier, I had accepted a job. Sophie and I had thought the difficult part would be packing. We had believed freedom of movement was one of those rights that disappeared only in history books. We had been wrong.
The apartment was quiet. On Sophie’s bedside table, the lamp was still on. I reached over and switched it off. Costa Verde had not banned Bitcoin mining to make electricity cheaper. There was still no reason to waste it.
Chapter Eleven
Harry’s Room
Harry’s room became mine three days after he left. Not officially. Officially, I was staying with the Vales until my Departure Compliance Certificate was resolved. This distinction mattered to Henry.
It mattered less to the two suitcases now occupying Harry’s floor, the dresses hanging beside the shirts he had left behind, the cosmetics spreading across the bathroom shelf, and the pair of shoes Helen had moved out of the hallway because, in her words, “If you trip over them twice, they live here.”
Harry’s side of the wardrobe remained mostly empty. His side of the bed remained his too, although this was easier to respect because sleeping diagonally in someone’s absence felt disloyal in a strangely specific way.
On Thursday morning, I woke at six thirty and reached automatically towards him. Empty pillow. I hated that.
My phone was on the bedside table. No new message from Departure Compliance. I checked anyway. DEPARTURE SECURITY ASSESSMENT: DEFERRED
NATIONAL INTEREST DETERMINATION: PENDING. Apparently the national interest remained undecided about me.
Harry had already sent a message from Costa Verde. Morning. Checked portal?
I replied: Yes. Still a threat to national prosperity.
Three dots appeared. You personally? Obviously. Then: Call later. Love you.
I smiled. Love you too. Keep my closet empty.
His answer came immediately. Define empty.
I put the phone down. Marriage was going to require supervision.
I stayed upstairs until after eight thirty. This had become part of my routine. Henry left early now, usually before eight. Malcolm left for university shortly afterwards, wearing headphones and carrying so little academic equipment that I remained unsure whether modern higher education had abolished books entirely.
By the time I came downstairs, the kitchen belonged to Helen. She had begun treating my presence as permanent while refusing to use the word. There was now a coffee mug I preferred, a hook for my coat, and a place in the refrigerator for the yoghurt I bought. She had even stopped asking whether I would be there for dinner. She simply counted me. This was more intimate than any official family designation.
“Sleep?” she asked.
“Some.”
“Harry?”
“Alive.”
“Good.”
“His new apartment has an ugly sofa.”
“That sounds survivable.”
“And a balcony.”
“Ugly?”
“Acceptable.”
Helen turned towards me. “That sounds serious coming from you.”
She poured coffee. Henry had already left for work, as expected. What was not expected was how early he had begun leaving. He also came home later. Neither matched the Henry I had first met, whose government career had traditionally operated with the precision of a railway timetable.
Irv and Maddy were downstairs. Malcolm was gone. I sat at the kitchen table. Helen put toast in front of me.
“What are you doing today?”
“Work.”
“No, I mean about Costa Verde.”
“Oh.”
That had become the second meaning of every question. “I have to send another document to the Departure office.”
“What now?”
“Confirmation from my Costa Verde employer that the job still exists.”
“They already have the contract.”
“Yes.”
“They want confirmation that the contract confirming the job still confirms the job.”
“Essentially.”
Helen shook her head. “Ministry of Red Tape.”
“That’s Harry’s name for it now.”
“No. Mine.”
“Sorry.”
“I’m older. I probably thought of it first.”
Fair.
I opened my laptop. I had intended to answer work email. Instead, I opened a Costa Verde property website.
Helen noticed immediately. “What’s that?”
“Costa Verde.”
“Houses?”
“Yes.”
She sat opposite me. That was new. Until then, Helen had listened when Harry and I talked about Costa Verde, but she had treated it as our destination. Not hers.
“What does a house cost there?” she asked.
“Depends where.”
“A nice one.”
“That also depends.”
“Not in the city centre. Somewhere you could actually live.”
I searched the better residential areas around Puerto Alba and Santa Elena. Detached homes. Four bedrooms minimum. Garden. Parking. Pool optional.
Helen leaned closer. “Why four bedrooms?”
“I thought you were just curious.”
“I am.”
“Curious people apparently require bedrooms.”
She ignored me. I changed the search to five. Several listings appeared. The first was modern, white, and box-shaped.
Helen frowned. “That looks like a dental clinic.”
I clicked away. The second had six bedrooms, a tiled roof, a large garden, and a swimming pool.
“Oh,” she said.
There was something in that oh. Not admiration exactly. Possibility. I enlarged the photographs. Mountain view from the back. Large kitchen. Covered terrace. Guest room downstairs. Five bedrooms upstairs. Detached garage. Enough garden that Malcolm could theoretically stand outside without being within speaking distance of anyone.
“How much?” Helen asked.
I converted the price. Then checked the Bitcoin price. “About five Bitcoin.”
She looked at me. “Five?”
“At today’s price.”
“For that?”
“Yes.”
She enlarged the photograph of the garden. “And the pool is part of the property?”
“Yes.”
She stared at it for another moment. “Show me another.”
So I did. The next house had a sea view. Five bedrooms. No pool. Better architecture. Helen preferred the first one.
“I’m surprised,” I said.
“Why?”
“You don’t swim.”
“No. But if you move countries, you should get something for the inconvenience.”
I laughed. We looked at another. Then another. For fifteen minutes, we were simply two women shopping for houses neither of us had any intention of buying. At least that was what we told ourselves.
The houses were larger than Harry and I would ever need. But I could see what Helen was doing now. She was not imagining Harry and me, Irv and Maddy, Malcolm, Henry, and herself all living permanently under one Costa Verde roof. She was imagining a family house. A place large enough for everyone to come back to.
Harry and I would have our own apartment. Irv and Maddy would presumably have their own life. Malcolm would eventually build one too.
But there would be birthdays. Christmases. Sunday lunches. Grandchildren, perhaps. A large table. Spare bedrooms. Somewhere the family could gather without anyone returning to a basement.
Then Helen asked, “How much do you think this house is worth?”
I knew immediately which house she meant. “This one?”
“Yes.”
“I don’t know.”
“Roughly.”
“I really don’t.”
“Look.”
I hesitated. “Henry knows you’re doing this?”
“No.”
That answered a different question. I opened recent property sales around Westbridge Park. At first I thought the numbers were wrong. Then I widened the search. Detached houses. Large plots. Older properties. Walking distance from the park.
The Vale house was not luxurious. The kitchen was old. The bathrooms needed work. The basement apartment had been converted by Henry and Irv with more enthusiasm than symmetry. But the location was exceptional.
Very few detached houses remained near the park. New construction was almost impossible because planning restrictions had become so severe that a developer could age visibly between application and approval. Families wanted the neighbourhood. Supply had stopped responding. Prices had not.
I found a house three streets away. Smaller plot. Four bedrooms. No basement flat. Sold six months earlier.
I converted the sale price into Bitcoin. Helen looked at the number. “That can’t be right.”
“It sold.”
“When?”
“February.”
“February was insane.”
“Property prices?”
“Everything.”
I found another. Larger house but farther from the park. Then a third. Helen began doing what homeowners always did when shown comparable sales. “That one has been renovated.”
“Yes.”
“Ours has a bigger garden.”
“Yes.”
“That road is noisier.”
“Yes.”
“The kitchen is awful.”
“Theirs?”
“Ours.”
“Oh.”
She looked around. “It is.”
“I wasn’t going to say.”
“You’re marrying my son. You can insult the kitchen.”
“Not while you’re holding a knife.” She smiled.
I calculated a rough range. Then converted the midpoint into Bitcoin. The answer sat on the screen. Approximately fifteen BTC.
Helen stared. “How much?”
“About fifteen.”
“Bitcoin?”
“Yes.”
“For this house?”
“Potentially. It’s only a rough comparison. We wouldn’t really know until someone valued it properly and, ultimately, until someone offered to buy it.”
She looked towards the hallway as though the house might have overheard and become conceited. “Fifteen Bitcoin.”
“At the current price.”
“And that house in Costa Verde was five.”
“Roughly.”
She stared at me. I knew what calculation she was doing. I had done it myself.
“You’re telling me this old house can become that house and ten Bitcoin?”
“More or less.”
She looked at me. “Don’t tell Henry the ‘more or less’ part. He dislikes financial planning with adverbs.”
I laughed. She didn’t. Not immediately.
She was looking again at the Costa Verde house. Five bedrooms. Pool. Garden. Mountains. A house where Malcolm might still live for a while, where Henry and Helen could settle, and where the rest of us could come with spouses and children without sleeping on sofas. Then she looked at the imaginary Bitcoin remaining after the imaginary purchase. Ten BTC.
“Harry says Bitcoin is going much higher.”
“Harry says many things.”
“He showed me a Power Law chart.”
Harry loved the Bitcoin Power Law because it allowed him to discuss enormous future prices while claiming he was talking about mathematics rather than optimism.
“He thinks Bitcoin follows a long-term adoption curve,” I said. “The idea is that if the pattern continues, Bitcoin becomes much more valuable over time.”
“Do you believe it?”
“I believe Harry believes it.”
“That wasn’t the question.”
I thought about it. “I think Bitcoin probably becomes more valuable if governments keep making their own currencies less valuable.”
Helen nodded. “That seems simpler than the chart.”
“It is.”
“So ten Bitcoin could be enough to live on?”
“Not forever if everyone stops working.”
“I wasn’t planning to stop everyone working.”
“Good.”
“Henry would go mad.”
“Without employment?”
“With leisure.”
We smiled. Then she became serious again. “What could ten Bitcoin do?”
I opened my spreadsheet. Harry would have been happy. Perhaps too happy. “Depends what everyone needs. But if you and Henry bought a family house in Costa Verde for around five Bitcoin, the remaining ten would give you a very large cushion.”
“How large?”
“Years.”
“For all of us?”
“For the transition, certainly. But everyone wouldn’t live off it permanently. Harry keeps working. I work. Irv finds something. Malcolm finishes university. Eventually everyone supports themselves.”
“And Maddy.”
“Yes.”
I deliberately included her. No assumptions. Helen noticed anyway.
She sat back. “So financially…” She stopped.
“Yes?”
“We could.”
That was the sentence. Not we should. Not we will. We could.
For the first time, leaving Ardania as a family was no longer a fantasy requiring everyone to become poor refugees. The house that tied them to Ardania might also finance their exit from it.
Helen looked around the kitchen. “My parents bought this place about sixty years ago.”
“I know.”
“They thought it was expensive.”
“It probably was.”
“They could never have imagined this.”
“Fifteen Bitcoin?”
“Any of it.”
She ran her hand along the edge of the table. “Henry and I never really thought of the house as money.”
“That’s probably why you’ve managed to keep it.”
She looked at me. “What does that mean?”
“People who constantly think of houses as money eventually find ways to turn them into debt.”
“That sounds like Harry.”
“He would say houses are consumption goods.”
“He already has.”
“Of course.”
She looked back at the property listing. “I don’t want to sell this house.”
“I know.”
“I didn’t say we should.”
“I know.”
“Henry wouldn’t even discuss it.”
“Then don’t discuss it.” She looked surprised. “Not yet,” I added. “When people are frightened, telling them the solution requires selling the thing that makes them feel safe isn’t usually effective.”
Helen considered this. “Have you become wise?”
“No. I’m engaged.”
“Same thing?”
“Apparently not.”
She smiled. Then looked towards the front door. “Something is wrong with Henry.”
I waited. This was not about houses anymore.
“He isn’t telling me everything.”
“He signed confidentiality papers.”
“He has always signed confidentiality papers.”
“What’s different?”
“He checks his work phone at night.”
“That seems small.”
“For Henry, it isn’t.”
She folded her hands on the table. “He’s worked at the ministry thirty years. He has never brought the ministry into bed.”
I tried not to smile. “That sounds…”
“You know what I mean.”
“Yes.”
“He wakes before the alarm. He leaves early. Yesterday he came home and didn’t complain about Malcolm’s shoes in the hallway.”
“That is serious.”
“Exactly.” She looked at the closed laptop. “Harry thinks things are going to get much worse.”
“Yes.”
“Do you?”
I thought of my Departure Compliance application. The hacked Bitcoin database. The mining ban. The tariffs. The government now deciding whether my architecture skills belonged to me or Ardania. “Yes.”
Helen nodded. No surprise. Just confirmation. “What happens if Henry loses his job?”
“I don’t know.”
“He thinks his pension is safe.”
“Is it?”
“I’ve always assumed so.”
That was the problem with assumptions. They had very little weight until they collapsed. I opened the laptop again. Not the property website this time. My cloud folder. VALE FAMILY DOCUMENTS
I had been helping Helen scan birth certificates, marriage certificates, insurance papers, medical records, and the house deed. Henry still thought we were being organised. Technically, we were.
“Do you have his latest pension statement?” I asked.
Helen looked at me. “Why?”
“No reason.”
She raised an eyebrow. “That’s Henry’s answer.”
“Fine. Because if we’re looking at the family’s situation, we should know everything.”
“You’ve become Harry.”
“That is much worse than becoming wise.”
She stood. “Filing cabinet upstairs.”
“Now?”
“Why not? Henry’s at work.”
I looked at her. “We’re not hiding anything.”
“Of course not.”
“We’re just organising.”
“Exactly.”
“Enhancing document visibility.”
She pointed at me. “Don’t.”
We laughed.
Ten minutes later, Henry’s latest pension statement was scanned, encrypted, and sitting beside his birth certificate in the family folder.
That afternoon, Harry called. I was in his room. My room. Our room. I hadn’t decided.
“How’s the prison?” he asked.
“Very comfortable. Meals included.”
“Portal?”
“Still pending.”
“House?”
I stopped. “What about it?”
“Mom asked me whether Costa Verde houses really cost five Bitcoin.”
“She called you?”
“Twenty minutes ago.”
“That woman moves quickly.”
“What did you show her?”
“Nothing dangerous.”
“Sophie.”
“Property listings.”
“Why?”
“She asked.”
“And?”
I sat on the bed. “Your family house might be worth fifteen Bitcoin.”
Silence. Then: “What?”
“You heard me.”
“Our house?”
“Yes.”
“Fifteen?”
“Roughly.”
“That seems high.”
“Near the park. Large plot. Detached. Five bedrooms. Basement apartment. Very little supply. I’m not saying it would definitely sell for that, but the comparable sales are surprisingly high.”
“Fifteen.”
“Yes.”
“And five Bitcoin buys…”
“A very nice family place in Costa Verde.”
“With ten left.”
“Approximately.”
He was quiet. Then he said: “Power Law.”
I closed my eyes. “Do not.”
“What?”
“Your mother already mentioned it.”
“See?”
“No.”
“If Bitcoin...”
“Harry.”
“Fine.”
“You are allowed one sentence.”
“One?”
“One.”
“Ten Bitcoin held for another decade could become generational wealth.”
“Done.”
“I could provide numbers.”
“No.”
“You sure?”
“Yes.”
“Okay.”
He paused. “Did my Mom tell Dad?”
“No.”
“Good.”
That surprised me. “Good?”
“He won’t hear it yet.”
“Exactly.”
“What changed in you?”
“I’ve been living with your mother.”
“Dangerous.”
“She thinks something is wrong at the ministry.”
Harry became serious immediately. “What?”
“She doesn’t know.”
“Dad say anything?”
“No.”
“Work phone?”
“Yes.”
“What else?”
“She’s worried about his pension.”
“What about it?”
“Nothing specific yet. She just realised we’ve all been treating it as guaranteed.”
Harry was silent.
“That’s ominous,” I said.
“I know.”
“Maybe nothing happens.”
“Maybe.”
Neither of us believed that. I looked around the room. His side of the wardrobe remained mostly empty. “Your mother and I scanned his latest pension statement this morning.”
“You did?”
“Yes.”
“Without him?”
“He was at work.”
“That wasn’t the question.”
“We’re enhancing document visibility.”
Harry laughed. “I’m pleased.”
“Don’t be.”
“Spreadsheet?”
“Yes.”
“How many tabs?”
“Four.”
“Good.”
“I am not taking advice on spreadsheets from a man who owns identical grey shirts.”
“They aren’t identical.”
“They’ve become more identical since you left.”
“How?”
“I moved them together.”
“That proves nothing.”
I smiled. “Miss you.”
“Miss you too.”
“I’m coming.”
“I know.”
This time neither of us discussed when.
That evening, Henry came home at six forty. Late. He removed his coat and hung it carefully. Then he moved Malcolm’s shoes out of the hallway. Good. Perhaps civilisation still stood.
By seven, everyone had gathered for dinner. Irv and Maddy came up from the basement. Malcolm returned from university. Helen put a casserole in the centre of the table, and we all served ourselves.
Harry’s chair was empty. I sat in the place beside it. For a few minutes the conversation was ordinary. Malcolm complained about a lecturer. Maddy talked about a new programme at work. Irv said very little. Helen asked Henry whether he wanted more potatoes.
Then she said, “How was work?”
“Fine.”
She looked at me. I looked at her. Neither of us said anything.
Henry took another bite. His government phone vibrated in his pocket. He stopped chewing. Nobody else seemed to notice at first. Then he took the phone out and placed it beside his plate. He did not pick it up. That was worse than if he had.
Helen saw it too. “You’re not checking?”
“Later.”
The phone vibrated again. Conversation faded. Henry put down his fork. For several seconds, nobody moved. Then he picked up the phone. Read the message. And became completely still.
I looked at Helen. Her face changed. Whatever calculation we had made that morning - the house, five Bitcoin for another one, perhaps ten remaining - suddenly felt less hypothetical.
“What is it?” Helen asked.
“Nothing.”
Nobody believed him. But she did not challenge him. Not then.
Malcolm resumed eating. Maddy asked Irv something about work. Helen passed the potatoes. Conversation restarted slowly, each person pretending not to notice the phone lying face down beside Henry’s plate. So did I.
But sitting at the Vale family table in Harry’s empty place, I understood something. People rarely abandon their idea of safety because someone shows them a better plan. Usually, the thing they believed was safe has to fail first.
Chapter Twelve
Thirty Years of Service
The message I received at dinner said: MANDATORY PHASE THREE IMPLEMENTATION BRIEFING 08:00 TUESDAY
CONFERENCE LEVEL C, ATTENDANCE RESTRICTED — SECURITY PROTOCOL ALPHA
DO NOT DISCUSS
I read it twice. Then placed the telephone face down. Helen watched me from across the table. “What is it?”
“Nothing.”
This was not a good answer. It was particularly poor because I had just become completely still while reading the nothing. Sophie looked at her plate. She had acquired the family skill of noticing things while pretending not to.
“Work?” Helen asked.
“Yes.”
“Tomorrow?”
“Yes.”
“What time?”
“Eight.”
“You always start before eight.”
“Different building.”
She waited. I continued eating. The stew had potatoes in it. I concentrated on those. There are moments in marriage when thirty-six years of intimacy can be defeated only by root vegetables.
Helen let me finish. Then said, “Phase Three?”
I looked up. “How do you know there is a Phase Three?”
“Because there was a Phase Two.”
“That doesn't automatically imply...”
“Henry.”
“Yes.”
She knew. Not the details. But enough. Sophie quietly stood. “I should go upstairs.”
“No,” I said. She stopped. “This is your home too.”
The words surprised all three of us. Sophie most of all. She sat down again. I had not intended to say it. For years, I had maintained a series of distinctions regarding Harry and Sophie.
Girlfriend. Guest. Occasional overnight visitor under circumstances I preferred not to investigate. Fiancée. Temporary resident. Apparently we had reached daughter-in-law in advance of the ceremony.
I looked back at the potatoes. They had become complicated too. “I can't discuss the meeting,” I said.
Helen nodded. “Of course.”
“I signed...”
“I know.”
“Confidentiality obligations matter.”
“I know.”
“National security is involved.”
“I know.”
She took another bite. Then added, “You should sleep.”
“I intend to.”
“You won't.”
“I will.”
She was right.
I had worked for the Ardanian government for thirty years. Thirty years, four months, and eleven days. This was not an estimate. The pension department knew exactly. So did I. I joined the Ministry of Finance at twenty-eight. My starting salary was unimpressive, but the position came with three things my father considered more important: security, a pension, and a desk that was indoors.
He had spent thirty-seven years running a small printing business and regarded government employment with the admiration of a man who had spent his adult life wondering whether customers would pay invoices.
“Steady,” he had said when I told him about the offer. That was the word. Not exciting. Not lucrative. Steady.
I had married Helen four years ealier. We bought nothing particularly extravagant. We saved. We contributed. We raised three boys. I arrived at work on time. Paid every tax. Filed every form. Followed every rule I understood and requested clarification on the ones I did not.
Thirty years later, I had become the sort of man younger employees described as “institutional memory,” which was a polite way of saying I remembered why the photocopier used to be somewhere else.
But I had done what I was supposed to do. The government had made a promise. I worked. It paid me. I contributed to the pension system. Eventually the pension system would pay me. It was not glamorous. That was the attraction.
At five forty Tuesday morning, I woke without the alarm. Helen was already awake. “You slept badly,” she said.
“So did you.”
“I was sleeping badly because you were sleeping badly.”
“That doesn't make sense.”
“Marriage rarely does at five forty.”
I got up. At six fifteen, I was dressed. Dark suit. The funeral one. Helen noticed. Again. “You know you own other suits.”
“This is appropriate.”
“For what?”
“A meeting.”
“That suit is never appropriate for a meeting.”
“It is a normal navy suit.”
“It looks black when you're worried.”
“That is not how colour works.”
She handed me a tie. The correct one. I took it. At the bedroom door, she said, “Henry.”
“Yes?”
“Whatever they ask you to do, remember that you come home to us.”
I turned. “That sounds unnecessarily dramatic.”
“Good.”
“Why good?”
“You noticed.”
Conference Level C was one floor below Level B. Government buildings had discovered that greater secrecy could be achieved through gravity.
I surrendered my telephone at Reception. This time there was no numbered plastic token. A security officer placed the device into a sealed bag with my name on it. “New procedure?” I asked.
“Yes.”
“Why?”
He looked at me. “Security.” This explained very little while ending the conversation completely.
I took the lift. Level C required badge access twice. Once at the lift. Again at the corridor. The second reader took longer than usual. Yellow. Then green.
I noticed because government employees notice access lights. Green means you belong. Yellow means the computer is considering your existence. Red means call somebody.
The conference room contained more people than Phase Two. Deputy Minister Dravik. Governor Kors. Commercial bank executives. Attorney General's Office. National Security Directorate. Several people I did not recognize. And S. Davor - the woman with the classified first name.
Nadia Petrova sat near the end of the table. When I entered, she looked at me. No smile. That was unusual. I sat beside her again. “Good morning.”
“Is it?”
“It's eight o'clock.”
“That wasn't my question.”
“Then stop asking questions you know I won't answer.” She looked towards the screen. “Today that may be dangerous.”
Before I could ask what she meant, Deputy Minister Dravik called the meeting to order.
The title slide appeared. EMERGENCY PRESERVATION OF DOMESTIC LIQUIDITY
PHASE THREE Below it: CONTINUITY — FAIRNESS — NATIONAL RESILIENCE Three words. Governments liked three words. Three looked intentional.
Governor Kors began. “As everyone here understands, the external environment has deteriorated materially.”
Slides followed. The crown down another eleven percent. Foreign reserves lower. Cash withdrawals elevated. Imports declining. Bitcoin demand rising. Emigration applications rising sharply.
There was also a chart labelled: CAPITAL MOBILITY CORRELATION WITH PERMANENT DEPARTURE INTENT
The line went up. This appeared to have surprised someone.
“Data now confirms,” Governor Kors said, “that significant asset externalisation frequently precedes permanent relocation.”
Nadia leaned slightly towards me. “Money goes first.”
I remembered her saying it weeks earlier. I didn't reply.
The next slide: PHASE THREE OBJECTIVES
	Preserve domestic monetary capacity. 
	Protect pension and public-service continuity. 
	Reduce destabilising asset flight. 
	Maintain strategic human capital. 
	Ensure equitable burden-sharing during the national emergency. 


I raised my hand. “What national emergency?”
Several heads turned. Deputy Minister Dravik answered. “The cumulative financial and security situation.”
“I understand that. Has a formal national emergency been declared?”
“No.”
“Then why does the slide call it one?”
“It is descriptive.”
“Legal powers depend on definitions.”
The Attorney General's representative looked at me. “Existing emergency financial statutes provide adequate authority.”
“Without declaration?”
“For the proposed measures.”
“Which measures?”
Dravik looked towards Governor Kors. “Let's proceed.”
I had been answered. That was not the same as receiving an answer.
The first measure concerned emigrants. DOMESTIC ASSET CONTINUITY PRESERVATION
Citizens permanently resident outside Ardania would retain ownership of domestic bank accounts. This was emphasized. Ownership remained untouched. Access would merely change. Outgoing foreign transfers from such accounts would require pre-approval above five hundred crowns. Domestic payments remained unrestricted.
Transfers to cryptocurrency exchanges would require enhanced source-and-purpose verification regardless of amount. Large withdrawals would be unavailable unless conducted in person.
Pension payments to foreign residents would be credited to newly created Protected Domestic Settlement Accounts.
I read that part twice. “Protected from what?”
Governor Kors looked at me. “Externalisation.”
“The pensioner?”
“Capital leakage.”
“The money belongs to the pensioner.”
“Of course.”
“Then why can't he transfer it abroad?”
“He may apply.”
“So pension payments continue, but they cannot necessarily be used where the pensioner lives.”
“They remain fully available for approved purposes.”
“Domestic purposes.”
“Primarily.”
Nadia wrote something. I did not look. I no longer needed to.
One of the commercial bankers raised his hand. “What about existing pensioners living abroad?”
“Grandfathering provisions may apply.”
“May?”
“Subject to security and fiscal review.”
“How many?”
The governor consulted a figure. Approximately forty-seven thousand Ardanian retirees lived permanently abroad. Nearly all had spent their careers assuming pension payments followed them.
“What happens if someone lives in Costa Verde?” I asked.
Governor Kors's eyes moved briefly towards me. “High-mobility jurisdictions receive enhanced review.”
“What constitutes high mobility?”
“Jurisdictions facilitating rapid capital conversion, digital-asset settlement, or reduced financial reporting.”
“So Costa Verde.”
“Yes.”
The word landed harder than it should have. I thought of Harry. His apartment. His new job. The wedding we intended to attend. At least, I still intended to attend it.
The next slide appeared. RESIDENCY-ASSOCIATED FINANCIAL RISK INDEX
Banks would now receive government risk indicators for customers displaying combinations of: foreign job searches; property sales; one-way travel; foreign residency applications; large cash withdrawals; cryptocurrency accumulation; closure of domestic utilities; transfer of professional qualifications abroad.
The index would not determine guilt. This was important. It would merely inform enhanced review.
I raised my hand. “Review for what offence?”
“No offence,” Dravik said.
“Then why is it a risk index?”
“Financial risk.”
“To whom?”
“The system.”
“Someone selling a house is a risk to the system?”
“In combination with other indicators.”
“Buying Bitcoin?”
“In combination.”
“Taking a foreign job?”
“In combination.”
“Leaving the country?”
“In combination.” He began to look irritated.
“What combination would make someone risky?”
S. Davor answered. “Behaviour suggesting coordinated capital and residency externalisation during a period of national vulnerability.”
I looked at her. “A person selling his house, buying Bitcoin, and emigrating.”
“For example.”
“Which parts are illegal?”
“None necessarily.”
“Then we're assigning risk scores to legal behaviour.”
“We assign risk scores to behaviour relevant to national security.”
That sentence changed the temperature in the room. I had heard similar sentences before. Not about citizens. About sanctioned entities. Money laundering networks. Foreign intelligence operations. Organised crime. Now the category included people whose electricity account had been closed before a one-way flight.
“The index,” Dravik said, “does not prohibit anything.”
Nadia spoke. “Neither did the Departure Certificate.”
Several people looked at her. Dravik did not. He advanced the slide.
Cash limits would tighten. Foreign-transfer allowances would fall. Civic Credit compensation would expand in public-sector payrolls. Cryptocurrency purchases remained legal. That word again. Legal. The government had discovered how reassuring legality sounded while surrounding legal activity with enough procedures to make it impractical.
Bitcoin purchases above ten thousand crowns now required a Capital Continuity Review. Withdrawals from licensed exchanges to self-custody above twenty-five thousand crowns required confirmation of beneficial ownership and a seventy-two-hour security pause. Amounts above one hundred thousand could be delayed up to ten working days.
I leaned forward. “What about property-sale proceeds?”
Governor Kors looked at me. “Legitimate source-of-funds documentation remains acceptable.”
“Someone sells a house for one million crowns.”
“Yes.”
“Buys Bitcoin.”
“Subject to review.”
“Can the transaction be denied?”
“Only on statutory grounds.”
“Which include?”
“Money laundering, sanctions exposure, tax noncompliance, national-security concerns, departure-related capital evasion...”
“What is departure-related capital evasion?”
S. Davor answered. “Attempting to move substantial wealth outside domestic financial oversight in connection with permanent emigration.”
“So a person may buy Bitcoin.”
“Yes.”
“And may self-custody it.”
“Yes.”
“But if that person intends to leave Ardania, the same transaction can be considered evasion.”
“Depending on intent and circumstances.”
“How do you determine intent?”
No one answered immediately. Then the slide appeared.
INDICATORS OF INTENT Property sale. Foreign employment. Residency application. One-way travel. Family relocation.
I looked at it. The government had found a way to turn a sequence of normal life decisions into evidence against the person making them.
“What is the appeal process?”
The Attorney General's lawyer spoke. “Administrative review.”
“Before or after restriction?”
“Depending on the measure.”
“Time limit?”
“Emergency rules allow flexible processing.”
“That means none.”
“Not technically.”
“What is the maximum?”
He looked at his papers. “There is no fixed statutory maximum under Phase Three.”
Nadia spoke very softly. “Temporary without a clock.”
I heard her. So did Dravik. He ignored it.
The next section concerned pensions. This was where the meeting stopped being theoretical.
The slide title: PUBLIC RETIREMENT SYSTEM CONTINUITY
Ardania's pension system was under pressure. This was not news. It had been under pressure for most of my career. People lived longer. Fewer children were born. Workers retired. Governments promised benefits. Every finance ministry presentation contained a pension chart eventually. Usually somewhere after lunch. This one arrived before ten.
Projected contribution shortfalls had worsened due to emigration among younger professionals. Pension assets held abroad had lost value after the crown's decline. Emergency bank support had diverted public resources. The system required “temporary stabilization.”
I knew that phrase. Stabilization meant something was moving in a direction nobody wanted.
The government proposed: suspending inflation indexation for public pensions; increasing the retirement age for certain employees not yet vested; converting a portion of near-term public-sector pension payments into Civic Credits; deferring pension payments to persons under active national-security or public-integrity investigation; and introducing a statutory review of accrued benefits where misconduct had materially harmed the public financial system.
I stopped reading. “Accrued benefits?”
Governor Kors continued speaking. I raised my hand. She ignored it. I kept it raised.
Eventually Dravik nodded. “Yes, Henry?”
“Accrued pension benefits are contractual.”
“Subject to statute.”
“Contributions already made?”
“Remain recorded.”
“Recorded isn't paid.”
“No one is proposing confiscation.”
“Then what does statutory review mean?”
The Attorney General representative took over. “Certain public-service pension schemes contain public-integrity provisions.”
“I know.”
I knew very well. I had signed mine thirty years earlier. The clause applied to corruption, fraud, espionage, and serious misconduct in public office. At least, that was how everyone had understood it. “What counts as misconduct?” I asked.
“Existing definitions, supplemented by emergency regulations.”
“Supplemented how?”
“Conduct materially undermining financial stability, public confidence, or national security may be considered.”
“Speech?”
“Potentially.”
“Family members?”
“What do you mean?”
“If an employee's son emigrates.”
“That alone would not qualify.”
“Buys Bitcoin.”
“Not alone.”
“Employee privately questions policy.”
“No.”
“Employee refuses an instruction he believes unlawful.”
“Depends on the instruction.”
I looked around the table. Nobody else seemed surprised. Or perhaps everyone was practising not looking surprised. “How long can pension payments be deferred during investigation?”
The lawyer checked. “Until resolution.”
“How long can investigation take?”
“No fixed limit.”
There it was again. Temporary without a clock. I thought of my father. Steady. Job. Pension. Everything I had built on. I suddenly wanted to see my pension contract. The actual document. Not the online summary. The signed one. Thirty years old. In my filing cabinet at home. Unless Helen had reorganised it. That thought was oddly comforting.
We broke at ten fifteen. There were pastries this time. Either the crisis had worsened or catering had improved. I stood alone near the coffee. Nadia approached. “You're asking a lot of questions.”
“I've always asked questions.”
“Not like today.”
“Today requires them.”
She looked around before speaking. “Be careful.”
I almost laughed. “You told me that last time.”
“No. You told me.” She was right.
“What do you know?”
“Nothing.”
“Then don't be mysterious.”
“I received a reminder yesterday about internal integrity obligations.”
“So did everyone.”
“Did you read the examples?”
“No.”
“Foreign family connections. Unusual policy interest. Financial vulnerability. Ideological deviation.”
I frowned. “Ideological deviation?”
“Different phrase. Same concept.”
“What phrase?”
“Persistent misalignment with national resilience objectives.”
I put down the coffee. “You're exaggerating.”
“Am I?”
“No matter how cynical you are, Henry, it’s probably not enough.”
I looked at her. “That sounds like my son Harry.”
“Maybe Harry reads better things than you do.”
“What are you telling me?”
“That somebody has been filing Integrity Referrals.”
“About whom?”
“People.”
“Who files them?”
“People.”
“Useful.”
“Anonymous portal.”
“Why?”
“To encourage candour.”
Of course. “What sort of referrals?”
“Comments in meetings. Questions. Foreign contacts. Staff who complain about Civic Credits. People whose relatives emigrated.”
My stomach tightened. “Have you seen one about me?”
She didn't answer. That was an answer. “Nadia.”
“I saw a reference in a briefing pack.”
“To what?”
“Your son.”
The room seemed suddenly louder. “What about Harry?”
“Costa Verde.”
“He took a job.”
“I know.”
“Legally.”
“I know.”
“What exactly did it say?”
She lowered her voice. “Senior official in Domestic Payments has immediate family member recently relocated to high-mobility jurisdiction. Demonstrated unusual interest in digital-asset self-custody procedures and treatment of property-sale proceeds. Potential conflict requires monitoring.”
I stared. “Who wrote it?”
“I don't know.”
“Who submitted it?”
“Anonymous.”
“When?”
“After Phase Two.”
I thought back. My questions. Self-custody. House proceeds. At the time I had no intention of selling the house. I had asked because the framework interested me. Because Harry talked about Bitcoin. Because I wanted to understand what we were doing. Questions had become evidence.
“Why didn't you tell me?”
“I just did.”
“You saw this before?”
“Yesterday.”
“Who else saw it?”
She looked towards the table. “Enough.”
The coffee tasted metallic. “Did you file one?”
Her face hardened. “No.”
I regretted asking. Immediately. But that was what anonymous reporting did. It transformed colleagues into possibilities. Every conversation acquired a second audience. Every joke became potential documentation. “I'm sorry.”
“You should be.”
“I am.”
She softened slightly. “That's the point.”
“What?”
“You don't know who to trust.”
The meeting was called back. We returned to our seats. I found myself looking at everyone differently. Stefan from Banking Oversight. Marek from Legal. The deputy director from Currency Operations. Two people I had eaten lunch with for twenty years. Perhaps none had done anything. Perhaps one had. The uncertainty accomplished almost as much as the report.
The final presentation concerned communications. I nearly laughed. Not because anything was funny. Because eventually every crisis in Ardania became a vocabulary problem.
PHRASES TO AVOID: Exit restrictions. Pension freeze. Asset seizure. Capital flight crackdown. Citizen surveillance.
PREFERRED LANGUAGE: Departure integrity. Retirement continuity review. Protective asset preservation. Capital resilience. Behavioural risk visibility.
I read the list. Then raised my hand. Deputy Minister Dravik sighed. “Yes?”
“‘Pension freeze’ is prohibited terminology?”
“Discouraged.”
“If pension payments are deferred indefinitely pending investigation, what should the pensioner call it?”
“Retirement continuity review.”
“That describes the process.”
“Yes.”
“Not the result.”
“Communications should avoid unnecessarily inflammatory framing.”
“Suppose the pensioner needs the money.”
“Henry.”
“What?”
Dravik leaned forward. “We are dealing with a national crisis. Language matters because panic creates real economic consequences.”
“So does not receiving your pension.”
“I don't dispute that.”
“Then why not say both?”
Silence. He looked at me differently now. Not annoyed. Assessing. I had seen that look before. Usually when evaluating an employee who might become a problem. I knew because I had used it myself. That knowledge was unpleasant.
Governor Kors stepped in. “The central bank is doing everything within its mandate to preserve monetary stability.”
Nadia made a small sound beside me. Not quite a laugh. I knew another Harry line. He had said it over dinner weeks earlier: The central bank has only two tools in its toolbox: currency debasement and gaslighting.
At the time I had told him this was childish. I still thought it was unfair. The Reserve Bank also set interest rates. Provided liquidity. Managed reserves. Supervised banks. All perfectly respectable functions. But looking at the slide, I understood why the line was funny. The crown had lost nearly a third of its purchasing power. The Reserve Bank's public statements continued explaining that citizens were misinterpreting the decline.
Perhaps Harry had omitted PowerPoint. Debasement, gaslighting, and PowerPoint. Three tools. A proper government number. I almost smiled.
Then S. Davor spoke. “Before we conclude, several attendees are required for individual security consultations.”
She read six names. Mine was fourth. The smile disappeared.
The consultation room contained no windows. S. Davor sat opposite me. Beside her was a man named Colonel Vesik from Internal Security. No uniform. Government security officers did not need uniforms to make rooms uncomfortable.
A recorder sat on the table. “Is this compulsory?” I asked.
“Yes.”
“Am I under investigation?”
“This is a routine integrity consultation.”
“Then why is it recorded?”
“All integrity consultations are recorded.”
“Do I need legal counsel?”
“You are not accused of an offence.”
“That wasn't my question.”
Colonel Vesik folded his hands. “You may request counsel if you wish.”
“Then I wish.”
“You may do so. The consultation will be postponed.”
“Good.”
“Your system access may be suspended pending completion.”
I looked at him. “So if I ask for counsel, I lose access.”
“Temporarily.”
Of course.
“Proceed.”
S. Davor opened a file. “Your son Harold Vale recently established permanent residence in Costa Verde.”
“Yes.”
“He works for Senda Systems.”
“Yes.”
“Payment infrastructure.”
“Yes.”
“Bitcoin-related.”
“Among other things.”
“You discussed his employment with ministry colleagues.”
“Possibly.”
“Did you advise him regarding government financial-control measures?”
“No.”
“Did you warn him in advance of Phase Two?”
“No.”
“Phase Three?”
“No.”
“Did you discuss cryptocurrency self-custody with him?”
“Yes.”
“When?”
“Over several years.”
“Recently?”
“Yes.”
“Why?”
“Because he's my son and he talks about Bitcoin.”
Colonel Vesik made a note. “Do you own Bitcoin?”
“No.”
“Has your wife?”
“No.”
“Other family members?”
“I don't know everyone's finances.”
“You previously stated in a Phase Two meeting that a homeowner selling property and purchasing Bitcoin should remain able to withdraw to self-custody.”
“I asked whether it remained legal.”
“Why that example?”
“It occurred to me.”
“Why?”
“I own a house.”
“Are you considering selling it?”
“No.”
That was true. As far as I knew. “What is the current approximate value?”
“My house?”
“Yes.”
“I don't know.”
“Your wife recently accessed property-comparison websites.”
I stared at him. “What?” The question was so unexpected that for several seconds I assumed I had misunderstood. “My wife did what?”
“Property sites.”
“How would you know?”
“We don't routinely monitor private browsing.”
The phrase routinely did remarkable work. “Then how do you know?”
“We have relevant financial-risk data.”
“She hasn't told me she wants to sell.”
“Does she?”
“I just told you.”
S. Davor spoke. “Your son's fiancée is currently residing at your address.”
“Yes.”
“She has an active Departure Compliance application.”
“Yes.”
“Currently deferred.”
“I believe so.”
“Your son emigrated to Costa Verde. His fiancée intends to follow. Your wife has researched property values. You questioned procedures for converting property-sale proceeds into Bitcoin and withdrawing to private custody.”
When arranged correctly, my family life sounded criminal. “None of those things are illegal.”
“No one said they were.”
“You're listing them in an integrity interview.”
“We are establishing context.”
“For what?”
“Potential conflict.”
“What conflict?”
“Your professional responsibility includes implementing controls intended to preserve domestic financial stability.”
“Yes.”
“Your immediate family may benefit from circumventing those controls.”
“Circumventing?”
“Leaving Ardania with substantial wealth held outside the regulated banking system.”
“We haven't done that.”
“Are you planning to?”
“No.”
“Would you tell us if you were?”
I stopped. There are questions whose answer is damaged simply by being asked. “If I were doing something legal, why would I have to?”
Colonel Vesik looked at me for several seconds. “That is the concern.”
“What concern?”
“Your attitude.”
I nearly laughed. “My attitude?”
“Towards national resilience policy.”
“I helped design and implement national payments policy for thirty years.”
“Which gives your views weight.”
“And?”
“Persistent internal disagreement can undermine implementation.”
“Internal disagreement?”
“You repeatedly challenged Phase Three.”
“I asked legal and administrative questions.”
“Some colleagues perceived the questioning as oppositional.”
There it was. Some colleagues. Not one. Not a name. Some. “Who?”
“We protect integrity reporters.”
“Reporters.”
“Employees fulfilling their obligations.”
“By reporting questions?”
“By reporting conduct relevant to institutional security.”
I looked at S. Davor. She did not look pleased. That interested me. “Was I supposed to approve everything without understanding it?”
“No.”
“Then what questions am I allowed?”
Colonel Vesik's expression did not change. “Constructive ones.”
I thought of Irv's bank. Constructive alignment. We had apparently reached the point where adjectives determined loyalty. “What happens now?”
S. Davor closed the file. “Your access credentials will be temporarily suspended while the potential conflict is reviewed.”
I stared at her. “What?”
“You will be placed on administrative leave.”
“For how long?”
“Pending review.”
“What is the statutory limit?”
“There isn't a fixed limit under emergency security rules.”
Temporary without a clock. “Salary?”
“Suspended during leave.”
That hit first. More than I expected. “My salary is suspended?”
“Pending resolution.”
“I have not been accused of anything.”
“This is not disciplinary action.”
“It stops me working and stops my salary.”
“It is administrative.”
“Does my pension continue accruing?” Neither answered immediately. That was worse. “What about my pension?”
S. Davor slid a document across the table. NOTICE OF PUBLIC SERVICE RETIREMENT BENEFIT REVIEW
I read the first paragraph. Then the second. My accrued rights remained recorded. There was that word. Recorded. Future payments, eligibility, and portability could be subject to review under Section 14(c) of the Public Service Retirement Integrity Act as amended by the Emergency Financial Continuity Regulations.
I knew Section 14. Or thought I did. “Section 14 applies to serious misconduct.”
Colonel Vesik nodded. “Historically.”
“Historically?”
“The emergency amendment expands qualifying conduct.”
“To what?”
I read. Conduct materially inconsistent with fiduciary obligations, national financial integrity, or public-security requirements, including assistance in unlawful or evasive externalisation of regulated assets.
“I have done none of this.”
“We haven't concluded that you have.”
“Then why is my pension under review?”
“Because the security review must determine whether the provision applies.”
“How long?” No answer. I looked at S. Davor. “How long?”
“No fixed period.”
My hands began to feel cold. Thirty years. Four months. Eleven days. Contributions every month. Promotions I had declined because the pension treatment was better where I was. Private-sector offers I had ignored. Savings decisions made on the assumption that a defined public pension would arrive.
Steady. My father's word. “Can they reduce accrued benefits?”
The lawyer wasn't in the room. That itself seemed intentional. S. Davor said, “The review may recommend adjustment, deferral, or restoration without change.”
“Adjustment means reduction.”
“Potentially.”
“Based on regulations passed after I earned the benefits.”
“Pension rights are governed by statute in force at the time of payment.”
That sounded like fine print. Because it was. I remembered the original contract. A sentence near the end. ‘Benefits shall be payable subject to applicable law and any future statutory amendment affecting public-service retirement obligations.’
I had read it at twenty-eight. I remembered thinking no parliament would simply take away accrued pension rights. Governments changed details. Contribution rates. Retirement age. Indexation.
But not the promise itself. That would violate trust. I had signed anyway. Thirty years ago, the possibility had seemed theoretical. Theoretical dangers are very easy to accept when they require thirty years to arrive.
I pushed the document back. “May I appeal?”
“Once a determination is issued.”
“When?”
“After review.”
“And while I wait?”
“You remain on administrative leave.”
“Without pay.”
“Yes.”
“And pension accrual?”
“Paused.”
“Building access?”
“Suspended.”
“Email?”
“Suspended.”
“Professional references?”
S. Davor hesitated. “Employment verification will state administrative leave pending integrity review.”
There it was. Not fired. Worse in some ways. A dismissal ended something. An unresolved integrity review followed you. Every future employer would ask. Why were you suspended? What happened? Was the investigation completed? No. Why not? Still pending. Tainted by procedure.
I looked at Colonel Vesik. “What exactly am I accused of?”
“You aren't accused.”
“That is becoming less comforting each time you say it.”
My building pass failed at eleven oh seven. I know because I checked my watch. I left the consultation room carrying an envelope containing the administrative-leave notice and pension review.
My ministry notebook had been retained. My telephone was returned to me. My badge remained physically mine. This seemed absurd. At the Level C door, I pressed it to the reader. Red. I tried again. Red.
A security officer opened the door from the other side. “My pass isn't working.”
“I know.”
“How?”
He looked at his screen. “Access suspended.”
“I need to collect things from my office.”
“An authorised employee will arrange them.”
“I have personal belongings.”
“They'll be inventoried.”
“My coffee mug?”
He looked at me. “Probably.”
That was the moment I understood I was leaving. Not when they said administrative leave. Not when they suspended the salary. Not when they put thirty years of pension rights under review. The coffee mug. Blue ceramic.
WORLD'S MOST TOLERABLE BOSS. Malcolm had given it to me six Christmases earlier. It was in my desk drawer because the handle had cracked. I had intended to take it home. For years. Now somebody else would inventory it. I laughed.
The security officer looked uncertain. “Sir?”
“Nothing.”
I walked towards the lift. On Level B, the doors opened. Nadia stood waiting. She saw me. Then saw the envelope. Her expression changed. “What happened?”
“Routine integrity consultation.”
She closed her eyes briefly. “Henry.”
“Administrative leave.”
“Oh.”
“Salary suspended.”
“Jesus.”
“Pension review.”
She looked genuinely shocked. That was oddly reassuring. At least someone still possessed a threshold. “For what?”
“Questions.”
“That can't...”
“And Harry.”
She understood. “Who reported you?”
“I don't know.”
“I'm sorry.”
“For what?”
“I warned you.”
“You didn't do it.”
“No.”
“I believe you.”
She looked at me. “You didn't an hour ago.”
That hurt. “No.”
“Now?”
“Yes.”
“Why?”
“Because if you had, you wouldn't look frightened.”
She glanced towards the cameras. “Don't say that.”
I almost asked why. Then didn't. The lift arrived. Before entering, I turned. “Nadia.”
“Yes?”
“Be careful.”
She gave a tired smile.
“Now we're even.”
The doors closed.
I collected my telephone at Reception. Tokenless. Bag opened. Device returned. The security officer handed it over. “Have a good day.”
I stared at him. Then realised he had no idea. Or perhaps did and said it anyway because greetings remained mandatory.
Outside, Central City was bright. Eleven fifteen Tuesday morning. I had never been outside the ministry at eleven fifteen on a working Tuesday unless travelling to another government building. People sat at cafés. A delivery cyclist passed. A woman pushed a pram. Two tourists photographed the ministry façade.
I stood on the pavement holding an envelope that contained the administrative destruction of my working life. The building behind me looked exactly the same. This annoyed me. Something that important should at least lose a window.
I walked towards the tram. The tram arrived. For thirty years, I had travelled in the opposite direction at this hour. The carriage was almost empty. I sat by the window.
At the next stop, an elderly man boarded carrying groceries. At another, two students. Normal people doing normal things. I wanted to tell someone what had happened. Not because they could help. Because the world seemed insufficiently altered by it.
I opened Harry's chat. Then closed it. Helen first. No. In person. Some news deserved the dignity of a room.
I reached Westbridge at eleven fifty-three. Walked from the tram. Past the park. Past the bank. Past the café where Harry and Sophie had apparently spent a considerable portion of their relationship discussing Bitcoin.
The house came into view. Paid for. Ours. Safe. That thought produced something close to relief. At least the house. Whatever happened, we had the house.
I unlocked the front door. Helen appeared from the kitchen. She stopped. Not slowly. Immediately. She looked at me. Then at the clock. Then at the envelope. “What happened?”
There was no point saying nothing. “I'm on administrative leave.”
She did not move. “For how long?”
“I don't know.”
“Why?”
“Security review.”
Sophie appeared behind her. She saw my face and stayed quiet. Helen came closer. “Henry, what happened?”
I took off my coat. Hung it on the peg. The ordinary motion nearly undid me. “I asked questions.”
“What questions?”
“About Phase Three.”
“What is Phase Three?”
“I can't discuss classified…” I stopped. The sentence sounded insane. They had suspended me. Stopped my salary. Placed my pension under review. And I was still protecting the confidentiality of people investigating me.
Helen noticed. “Henry.”
I sat at the kitchen table. Sophie quietly closed the door to the hallway. I put the envelope down. “My salary is suspended.”
Helen's face changed. “Suspended?”
“Yes.”
“But you're not fired.”
“No.”
“Are you going back tomorrow?”
“No.”
“Next week?”
“I don't know.”
“Then you're fired.”
“Technically...”
“Henry.”
I looked at her. “Technically, I'm not.”
She sat opposite me. “And the pension?”
I pushed the document towards her. She read. Sophie remained standing. Helen reached the section describing Section 14(c). Her lips tightened. “They can do this?”
“I don't know.”
“You worked there thirty years.”
“Yes.”
“You've paid into that pension thirty years.”
“Yes.”
“They can't just take it.”
“They haven't.”
“Henry.”
I looked down. “They're reviewing it.”
She read more. “Without a deadline.”
“Yes.”
“Does payment stop?”
“Future pension eligibility can be deferred pending review.”
“Meaning?”
“I don't know.”
“You always know.”
That was the sentence. Not angry. Not accusatory. Worse. Helen had relied on me to know what government words meant. For the first time, I didn't.
“I thought the pension was protected,” she said.
“So did I.”
“You told me it was.”
“I believed it.”
She pushed the paper away. Sophie finally sat. “Why are they investigating you?”
I looked at her. “Harry.”
Her expression changed. “What about Harry?”
“He moved to Costa Verde.”
“Legally.”
“Yes.”
“He has a job.”
“Yes.”
“He got their certificate.”
“Yes.”
“They're investigating you because your adult son emigrated legally?”
“Not only.”
I told them about the integrity referral. My questions about self-custody. Property-sale proceeds. Family relocation. The report. Helen became very still. “They know I looked at property prices?”
“Yes.”
Sophie and Helen exchanged a glance. I noticed. “What?”
“Nothing,” Helen said.
I laughed. Actually laughed. She stared at me. “Now you're saying nothing.”
“Henry...”
“What did you do?”
“We looked.”
“At what?”
Sophie answered. “Houses.”
“In Costa Verde.”
“Yes.”
“Why?”
Helen reached for my hand. “Because I wanted to know.”
“Know what?”
“What leaving would look like.”
I pulled my hand back. “Leaving?”
“Possibility.”
“We are not leaving Ardania.”
The sentence sounded familiar. Old. Something I had said in another life. Helen did not argue. That frightened me. Instead, she asked, “Do you still believe your job is secure?”
I looked at the envelope. “No.”
“Your pension?” I didn't answer. “Our savings in the bank?”
“Yes.”
She waited. I thought of Phase Three. Risk indicators. Pension preservation. Domestic settlement accounts. Property sales. Capital Continuity Review. “Yes,” I repeated. Less convincingly.
“Our ability to leave?”
That one I could not answer. Sophie looked down. Her Departure Security Assessment remained deferred. I knew that. Harry was outside. Sophie was inside. My wife was asking whether the door would remain open. I had spent my career believing the country was stable because its institutions functioned. Now I saw another possibility. Institutions could function perfectly while doing the wrong thing. Perhaps efficiency made that worse. The payroll suspension had reached my bank before I reached home.
Helen made coffee. Nobody asked whether I wanted any. She simply placed it in front of me. That helped. “What exactly is Phase Three?” she asked.
I looked at Sophie. Then at Helen. “I signed a confidentiality agreement.”
“You've been suspended.”
“It still applies.”
“Will they prosecute you?”
“Potentially.”
“Then don't tell me classified details.” She paused. “Tell me what you can tell me.”
I thought carefully. “People who emigrate may find it harder to move money.”
Sophie looked up. “Harder than now?”
“Yes.”
“Pensions?”
“Potentially restricted abroad.”
Helen's eyes narrowed. “Restricted how?”
“Domestic accounts.”
“So if we retired in Costa Verde…”
I didn't answer. She understood. “Bitcoin?”
“Still legal.”
“For now?”
I hated that phrase. “Yes.”
“Buying large amounts?”
“More review.”
“Selling a house and buying Bitcoin?”
I looked sharply at her. There it was again. The question from the security interview. “What aren't you telling me?”
Helen closed her eyes briefly. “Sophie thinks the house is worth about fifteen Bitcoin.”
I stared. The sentence made no sense on first hearing. “Our house?”
“Yes.”
“Fifteen Bitcoin?”
“Approximately,” Sophie said.
“How?”
“Westbridge Park. Large plot. Detached houses rarely come up. Basement apartment. Planning restrictions.”
I looked around the kitchen. Same cupboards. Same worn table. Same window. Fifteen Bitcoin. “That seems absurd.”
“I thought so too,” Helen said.
“And you were looking at houses in Costa Verde.”
“Yes.”
“For Harry?”
“No.”
Silence. “For us?”
“For the family.”
I stood. Too quickly. The chair scraped backwards. “This is ridiculous.” Neither answered. “We are not refugees.”
“No,” Helen said.
“I have lived here my entire adult life.”
“Yes.”
“This is our home.”
“Yes.”
“I am not selling my home because of one administrative review.”
“No one asked you to.”
“You clearly intend to.”
“No.”
“You calculated it.”
“I calculated what was possible.”
“Same thing.”
“It isn't.”
Sophie spoke quietly. “Harry's apartment is separate. We were looking at a family house.”
“I understood.”
“Five Bitcoin buys something very nice.”
“I heard.”
“Which would leave around ten.”
“Assuming your valuation is correct.”
“More or less,” Helen said.
Despite myself, I almost smiled. Financial planning with adverbs. She knew.
Sophie continued. “Ten Bitcoin would give everyone time.”
“For what?”
“To start again.”
I stared at her. Start again. At fifty-eight. After thirty years in government. No ministry. No pension certainty. No professional reputation outside a system that had just placed me under integrity review. Failure arrived quietly too. No bankruptcy. No foreclosure. No dramatic collapse. Just an envelope.
I sat down. “What would I do in Costa Verde?”
Helen looked at me. “Live.”
“That isn't work.”
“You've worked thirty years.”
“I am not retiring because someone in Internal Security doesn't like my questions.”
“Good.”
“Good?”
“Then don't call it retirement.”
“What do I call it?”
“Leaving.”
The word remained between us. Sophie said nothing. She didn't need to. I looked at my hands. For thirty years, they had done administrative work. Signed documents. Typed reports. Turned pages. Nothing transferable.
Harry could write software anywhere. Sophie could design buildings. Irv understood banking. Malcolm was young enough to start over. Helen had taught children. What did I know how to do outside the Ardanian government? Explain regulations that might no longer exist. Manage systems designed by institutions I no longer trusted.
I felt old. Not physically. Structurally. As though the country had been the framework holding my life upright and someone had removed a beam.
“I've failed,” I said.
Helen's face changed. “What?”
“I should have seen it.”
“No.”
“I worked there.”
“Yes.”
“I defended this.”
“Yes.”
“I told Harry he was exaggerating.”
“Often.”
“I told Malcolm the restrictions were temporary.”
“Yes.”
“I told you my pension was safe.”
“You believed it.”
“That doesn't make it less wrong.”
“No.”
“I built our entire financial life around that pension.”
“We also have the house.”
“For now.”
The words came out before I thought about them. Everyone became quiet. For now. There it was. My phrase. My enemy. My final concession.
Helen reached for my hand again. This time I let her. “We still have the house,” she said.
“And savings.”
“Yes.”
“And time.”
“Maybe.”
“Henry.”
I looked at her. “We are not failures because the government changed the rules.”
I shook my head. “I spent thirty years believing rules were what kept governments from doing precisely that.”
Sophie looked towards the window. Across the street, Mr. Koski was trimming his hedge. Again. The hedge had become symbolic without asking permission. I almost envied it.
My telephone rang. I expected the ministry. It was Harry. I looked at Sophie. “He doesn't know yet,” she said.
I answered. “Hello.”
“Dad.”
He heard it immediately. “What happened?”
“Nothing.” Then I laughed. “Sorry.”
“What?”
“I've apparently lost the ability to use that word.”
“Dad?”
“Administrative leave.”
Silence. “What?”
“Pending security review.”
“For what?”
“You.”
Another silence. “Me?”
“Partly.”
“What did I do?”
“Emigrated.”
“Legally.”
“Yes.”
“I had their certificate.”
“I know.”
“This is insane.”
“There are other issues.”
“What?”
“My questions at Phase Two. Bitcoin. Self-custody. Someone filed an integrity report.”
“Who?”
“Anonymous.”
“Jesus.”
“No. Nadia wasn't involved.”
“What?”
“Nothing.” I was tired. “Salary suspended.”
Harry stopped speaking. Then: “Pension?”
I looked at Helen. “Under review.”
“Dad.”
“I'm fine.”
“No, you're not.”
“I know.”
That admission surprised both of us. Harry's voice softened. “Come here.”
“To Costa Verde?”
“Yes.”
“You make it sound like taking a tram.”
Sophie smiled faintly.
“Your mother and Sophie have apparently been doing calculations.”
“Fifteen Bitcoin.”
“You know.”
“Sophie told me.”
“Of course.”
“Dad, listen...”
“No.” He stopped. “I don't want a Bitcoin lecture.”
“I wasn't going to give one.”
“You were thinking one.”
“Possibly.”
“Don't.”
“Fine.”
I could almost see his face. “Dad?”
“Yes?”
“I’m sorry.”
“For what?”
“For being right?”
“No.”
“Good.”
“For getting out when you couldn't.”
I looked at Sophie. She was still in my kitchen. Harry was in Costa Verde. The guilt should have belonged to the people creating exit controls. Instead, my son had somehow acquired it. “You did what you were supposed to do,” I said.
“So did you.”
That was the problem. I looked at the pension-review notice. “Yes.”
Harry continued. “You've got options.”
“Such as?”
“The house.”
I closed my eyes. “Not you too.”
“Mom told me.”
“Apparently confidentiality has collapsed entirely.”
“She isn't under ministry rules.”
“Lucky her.”
“Five Bitcoin buys a very good house here.”
“So I'm told.”
“And ten left...”
“Harry.”
“Yes?”
“Is ten Bitcoin enough?”
The room changed. Helen looked at me. Sophie did too. Harry took a second before answering. “Enough for what?”
“For a family to start again.”
His answer was quieter than I expected. “Yes.”
No chart. No price prediction. No sermon. Just yes. “And if Bitcoin falls?”
“We work.”
“If it rises?”
“We still work.”
“That sounds surprisingly sensible.”
“I have moments.”
I looked at Helen. “What about a house?”
“Five is high-end. You can spend less.”
“Pool?”
Harry paused. “Mom wants the pool?”
“She has developed standards.”
Sophie smiled. “Mountain view,” Helen said.
I looked at her. “Now mountains?”
“Apparently.”
Harry laughed. It was good to hear. Then he became serious again. “Dad, don't do anything yet.”
That surprised me. “I thought you wanted us out.”
“I do.”
“Then why...”
“Because if Phase Three is what I think it is, moving the house proceeds could become difficult.”
I looked at the envelope. He didn't know how correct he was.
“You need to understand the rules first,” Harry said.
“I do.”
That was the first useful thing I had possessed all day. Knowledge. Phase Three. Thresholds. Reviews. Still legal. Still possible. For now. “I need to go,” I said.
“Where?”
“Upstairs.”
“What?”
“My pension contract.”
“Dad...”
“I'll call later.”
I hung up. Helen looked amused. “You're going to read?”
“Yes.”
“Will you stay awake?”
“This time.”
The pension contract was in the filing cabinet. Exactly where I had put it twenty-nine years earlier. Helen had not moved it. This was either respect or lack of interest. I sat at the desk in our bedroom and opened the folder. My original employment appointment. Pension election. Contribution schedule. Benefits summary. Section 14. There. Public Integrity Provision. Fraud. Corruption. Serious criminal conduct. Breach of fiduciary duty. And at the bottom: Benefits remain subject to legislation and statutory amendment in force at the date payment becomes due.
One sentence. Thirty years ago, I had read it as boilerplate. Every contract contained language allowing laws to change. Of course laws changed. Civilised governments did not retroactively destroy legitimate expectations. That principle had existed nowhere in the contract. Only in my head. I sat back.
On my desk lay the history of the Ardanian civil service I had been reading for a long time. The book began with the creation of the modern ministry after the constitutional reforms seventy-eight years earlier. Its first chapter described the founding principle: Public administration exists to serve the citizen under law, not to subject the citizen to administrative convenience.
I read the sentence three times. Then laughed. Not because it was funny. Because apparently my sense of humour was deteriorating too.
The government had not changed overnight. Neither had I. The process had been gradual. Forms. Rules. Temporary measures. Emergencies. Exceptions. Each decision defensible by itself. Each new power justified by the failure produced by the previous one.
The hallmark of our government, Harry had said, was that it broke things and then used the debris as a battering ram to break more things. I had thought the line clever. Now I understood it. The currency weakened. So they restricted currency movement. The restrictions reduced confidence. So people moved more money. Then movement became suspicious. People emigrated. So emigration became subject to permission. Skilled workers left. So skilled workers were prevented from leaving. Trust declined. So questioning policy became dangerous because it could further reduce trust. The machinery needed every failure because each failure justified more machinery.
I thought of Nadia. No matter how cynical you are, it’s probably not enough.
I closed the pension folder. On the landing outside, I heard Helen and Sophie talking quietly downstairs. Family. House. Harry abroad. Irv and Maddy below us. Malcolm still at university. Everything I had spent thirty years protecting was in this building. Not the ministry. Here.
I had confused the institution with the thing it was supposed to protect. That was perhaps my largest mistake. My government telephone vibrated on the desk. I looked at it. Another official message.
ADMINISTRATIVE LEAVE REMINDER
During security review, employees must refrain from accessing ministry systems, contacting staff regarding active policy matters, or making public statements that may prejudice institutional integrity.
At the bottom: Thank you for your continued service to Ardania.
Thirty years, four months and eleven days. Continued service. I switched the telephone off. Then, for the first time in my career, I put it in the desk drawer. Not charging. Not beside the bed. Not within reach. In the drawer. I went downstairs.
Helen and Sophie stopped talking. I stood in the kitchen. My kitchen. My parents-in-law's old house. Fifteen Bitcoin, apparently.
Helen waited. I looked at her. “We're not selling the house.” She said nothing. “Not yet.” Still nothing. “I need to understand exactly what happens if we do.”
Sophie looked at Helen. Helen looked at me. “And then?” she asked.
I took a breath. “Then we decide whether Harry was right.”
Helen smiled very slightly. “No.”
“What?”
“We decide whether we leave.”
I looked at her. She was right. Harry being right no longer mattered. That was strangely liberating. For thirty years, I had believed security meant obeying rules, keeping a steady job, contributing to a pension, and trusting the institutions whose promises were printed on official paper.
By lunchtime Tuesday, I had no job I could enter, no salary I could spend, and no certainty that the pension I had spent thirty years earning would ever be paid as promised.
The house remained. My family remained. And somewhere in Costa Verde, my son was waiting. For the first time, leaving Ardania no longer felt like abandoning my life. It felt like protecting what was left of it.
Chapter Thirteen
Making the System Humane
The problem with discretion was that management liked it until you used it. I discovered this at eight twenty on Wednesday morning, when Stefan placed a spreadsheet in front of me and said: “Irv, we need to discuss your exception rate.”
I looked at the spreadsheet. My exception rate was highlighted in red. This seemed judgmental. “What about it?”
“You're at thirty-eight percent.”
“Thirty-eight percent of what?”
“Cases referred to you where you've overridden the automated recommendation.”
“I know what I did. I mean why is thirty-eight a problem?”
“The unit average is eleven.”
“Then perhaps the unit is wrong eighty-nine percent of the time.”
Stefan sighed. We were in a glass meeting room at National Commerce Bank called Transparency. I had learned to distrust meeting rooms named after virtues.
“How long have you been in the Financial Stability Compliance Unit?” he asked.
“Three weeks.”
“Twenty-two days.”
“You're counting?”
“HR counts.”
“Of course.”
The acting promotion had lasted long enough for me to receive one higher salary payment, thirty percent of which arrived in Civic Credits. This meant the government had managed to improve my career while reducing my ability to buy imported cheese.
Maddy and I had looked at apartments. We had even revisited the one near the energy recovery facility. It was still available. The price had fallen. This should have been encouraging until we realised it had fallen because mortgage rates had risen enough to make the lower price more expensive.
Ardania remained innovative. Stefan tapped the spreadsheet. “Your approval pattern is outside expected parameters.”
“I thought I was hired because I understood customers.”
“You were.”
“And because I could exercise judgement.”
“Yes.”
“That's what this is.”
“This is too much judgement.”
I looked at him. “How much judgement is the correct amount?”
“You know what I mean.”
That phrase again. Everyone knew what everyone meant now. It saved an enormous amount of time otherwise wasted saying things plainly.
Stefan turned the sheet around. My overrides were categorised. Foreign education transfers. High. Essential business imports. High. Digital-asset transactions. Very high. Family-support payments. High. Departure-related transfers. Concerning.
I pointed. “Concerning is not a number.”
“Risk flagged it.”
“Risk is a department.”
“Also a model.”
“Which one?”
“Both.”
I had entered the new unit believing I could make the system more humane from the inside. This had seemed noble at the time. It also came with twenty-two percent more salary. Noble ideas are easier to maintain when payroll supports them.
I had approved Mrs. Markovic's tuition payment to her daughter in Gallia. It cleared two days before the university deadline. I had released Dario Kelm's payment for industrial seals. Twenty-seven employees kept working. I had removed Stefan Varga's Bitcoin restriction after determining that saving twelve hundred crowns per month did not constitute an attack on the Ardanian financial system. I had approved an elderly couple's hotel deposit in Norland because their fiftieth wedding anniversary did not become economically subversive simply because the hotel was foreign.
I thought these were successes. The spreadsheet disagreed. “You're exhibiting insufficient risk alignment,” Stefan said.
I stared at him. “I knew that phrase was coming eventually.”
“This isn't funny.”
“Then why does it sound invented?”
“Head office reviewed your cases.”
“Good.”
“They think you're applying the framework too narrowly.”
“I thought proportionate application was the point.”
“Conditions have changed.”
“Conditions change every week.”
“Exactly.”
“That wasn't agreement.”
“Irv.” He leaned forward. “The bank is under pressure.”
“So are customers.”
“The country is under pressure.”
“So are customers.”
“We have responsibilities beyond individual cases.”
“Customers come individually.”
“That is precisely the problem.”
I waited. He realised what he had said. Then continued anyway. “When every employee makes exceptions based on sympathy, the framework stops working.”
“I'm not approving cases based on sympathy.”
“Judgement, then.”
“Yes.”
“The model has broader information.”
“About what?”
“Risk patterns.”
“Broader than the customer?”
“Yes.”
“Than me?”
“Yes.”
“Then why employ me?”
He sat back. A dangerous question. Not because I did not know the answer. Because perhaps he didn't either.
The new directive arrived ten minutes later. AUTOMATED RISK DECISION INTEGRITY STANDARD. Beginning immediately, automated recommendations generated by the National Financial Resilience Model were to be presumed correct. Human override remained possible. This was emphasised. The system preserved discretion.
Employees wishing to exercise it were required to provide: written explanation; supporting documentation; supervisory approval; confirmation that the override did not undermine national financial objectives; personal accountability acknowledgement.
I read the last one twice. “What is a personal accountability acknowledgement?”
Stefan slid another document across the table. The employee accepted responsibility for losses, regulatory consequences, or national-security effects arising from an override later determined to be inappropriate.
“So the computer recommends something.”
“Yes.”
“If I follow it and it's wrong?”
“That's an institutional decision.”
“If I override it and I'm wrong?”
“You accepted responsibility.”
“And if I override it and I'm right?”
“The customer benefits.”
“How motivating.”
“We need consistency.”
“No. You need obedience.”
His expression changed. There were words you could still say in Ardania. There were words you could say only once. I had begun identifying the second category.
“Careful,” Stefan said.
“With what?”
“Language.”
“That's becoming everyone's principal concern.”
“You're angry.”
“Yes.”
“Don't make career decisions while angry.”
“I thought the system was making the decisions now.”
He closed the folder. “Take the morning. Review the standard. We’ll talk after lunch.”
“About?”
“Whether you're comfortable in the role.”
I stood. “I was more comfortable before I understood it.”
“That is not helpful.”
“I'm having a difficult week with helpful.”
My first case after the meeting was an eighty-one-year-old woman named Mrs. Solberg. She wore a blue coat, held a handbag with both hands, and apologised for bothering me before she had explained why she was there.
I was beginning to distrust customers who apologised. They usually had the strongest cases. “My son lives in Gallia,” she said.
“For how long?”
“Twelve years.”
“Permanent resident?”
“Yes.”
She wanted to transfer four thousand crowns. The computer had rejected it.
BENEFICIARY: PERMANENT EMIGRANT
PURPOSE: FAMILY SUPPORT
RISK CLASSIFICATION: CAPITAL EXTERNALISATION
“What's the money for?” I asked.
She looked embarrassed. “His wife is ill.”
“Medical?”
“Yes.”
“Treatment?”
“Mostly childcare.” I waited. “My son has two children. His wife is having surgery. He needs someone to stay with them for three weeks, and the agency is expensive.”
“That sounds straightforward.”
She smiled. That word had become dangerous too. I opened the supporting documents. His identity. Her son's birth certificate. Medical letter. Childcare agency invoice. Everything legitimate.
The system still recommended denial. I clicked the explanation.
FAMILY SUPPORT TO PERMANENT EMIGRANTS MAY ENCOURAGE LONG-TERM EXTERNALISATION OF DOMESTIC HOUSEHOLD WEALTH.
I read it again. Mrs. Solberg watched me. “Is something wrong?”
“No.”
“Can I send it?”
“Yes.” The answer came before the new procedure had time to enter my moral system.
I selected OVERRIDE. A warning appeared. AUTOMATED RECOMMENDATION CONTRADICTED, SUPERVISORY APPROVAL REQUIRED
I called Stefan. He appeared at my desk five minutes later. “What?”
I showed him. He read. “Model says decline.”
“I noticed.”
“Why are you overriding?”
“Because an eighty-one-year-old woman wants to help her son pay childcare while his wife has surgery.”
“That isn't the policy question.”
“It is to her.”
“Her son emigrated.”
“Twelve years ago.”
“Exactly.”
“What does exactly mean?”
“The family has established permanent economic ties abroad.”
“She has a son.”
“Irv.”
“That's the tie.”
“You're making this emotional.”
“No. The system is making ordinary human relationships financial risks.”
Mrs. Solberg sat very still. This conversation should not have occurred in front of her. But perhaps it was useful that it did.
Stefan lowered his voice. “We have guidance.”
“And discretion.”
“The new standard...”
“Still permits override.”
“Exceptional override.”
“What could be more exceptional than surgery?”
“The beneficiary isn't the patient.”
I stared at him. “His wife is.”
“Yes.”
“And he needs childcare.”
“Yes.”
“His mother wants to help.”
“Yes.”
“Where exactly does the state enter this family?”
Stefan looked at me for a long moment. Then towards Mrs. Solberg. Finally he sighed. “Document fully.”
“I will.”
“Personal accountability.”
“Fine.”
He approved. Mrs. Solberg began to cry. Quietly. “Oh, please don't,” I said.
“I'm sorry.”
“Don't apologise.”
“I don't understand any of this.”
Neither did I. Not anymore. She thanked me three times before leaving. I watched her walk through the branch.
Then looked at the personal accountability acknowledgement. I ACCEPT RESPONSIBILITY FOR THIS OVERRIDE. I clicked yes. It was the easiest decision I made all day.
The second case was harder. Which was why it ended my career. His name was Anton Marek. Fifty-eight. Owner of Marek Precision Tools. He had just sold the company he'd founded twenty-six years earlier. The buyer was Ardanian. The transaction was legal. Taxes had been paid. Sale proceeds: 1.8 million crowns.
He wanted to use approximately 1.2 million to purchase Bitcoin through a licensed Ardanian exchange and withdraw it to a private wallet. The remaining money would stay in the bank. The system had frozen the transaction. Sorry. Temporarily limited its functionality.
Mr. Marek sat across from me. He looked tired but not frightened. That usually meant the frightening part had already happened. “You're leaving Ardania?” I asked.
He looked surprised. “Why does that matter?”
“The system flagged a departure connection.”
“My daughter lives in Costa Verde.”
“Do you intend to join her?”
“Eventually.”
“When?”
“I don't know.”
“Departure Compliance application?”
“Not yet.”
“Property?”
“My house isn't for sale.”
“Foreign job?”
He laughed. “I'm fifty-eight. I just sold my company so I could stop having a job.”
“Reasonable.”
“Apparently not.”
I read the file. He had transferred small amounts to Bitcoin for five years. Never more than three thousand crowns at once. No suspicious addresses. No sanctions. No unexplained funds. Clean tax record. No debt. The transaction should have been straightforward under the earlier rules.
Under Phase Three, his combination of business sale, large Bitcoin purchase, and foreign family connection produced a risk score of ninety-three. I had never seen ninety-three. “What happens at a hundred?” I asked nobody.
Mr. Marek smiled. “Do they shoot me?”
“Not currently.” Perhaps not the correct joke.
He leaned back. “Irv, I built that company with six employees.”
“I saw.”
“Finished with eighty-four.”
“Good business.”
“Was.”
“You're retiring?”
“I thought so.”
“What changed?”
He gestured around the bank. “This.”
“The bank?”
“Ardania.” I said nothing. He continued. “My father had savings when the old currency was replaced. Lost half in real terms. I watched inflation eat my mother's pension. I've watched the government tell me every year that taxes are temporary, deficits are temporary, controls are temporary.”
He smiled without humour. “I am running out of temporary life.”
I understood that.
“My daughter says I should come to Costa Verde.”
“Harry likes it.”
“Your brother?”
“Lives there.”
“I know.”
Of course he did. Apparently my family had become part of the national relocation brochure.
“I don't know if I'll move,” he said. “My wife doesn't want to leave yet.”
That sounded familiar too. “But I know I don't want twenty-six years of work sitting in crowns while they decide what a crown is worth.”
“So Bitcoin.”
“Some.”
“Two-thirds.”
“Yes.”
“Why withdraw from the exchange?”
He looked at me. “Because the government keeps asking exchanges to freeze people's money.”
Fair. “The exchange is licensed.”
“For now.”
That phrase. Everyone used it. I opened the new directive. The recommendation was: DENY PENDING NATIONAL INTEREST REVIEW. No statutory deadline. Naturally.
The notes stated that conversion of domestic business-sale proceeds into self-custodied digital assets might constitute preparatory capital externalisation.
Preparatory. Not leaving. Preparing to possibly leave. The country had begun governing verbs before they happened. I called Stefan. He came down. Again. He looked at the amount. Then at me. “No.”
“You haven't read it.”
“I know the category.”
“Read it anyway.”
He did. “National Interest Review.”
“Why?”
“Business liquidation followed by digital-asset acquisition.”
“Legal.”
“High-risk.”
“Legal.”
“Potential departure intent.”
“Legal.”
“Irv.”
“What has he done wrong?”
“Nothing.”
“Then release it.”
“It isn't about wrongdoing.”
“What is it about?”
“Financial stability.”
“Whose?”
“National.”
Mr. Marek remained quiet. Perhaps he had already learned that arguing reduced your dignity faster than it improved your odds.
I stood. “Stefan, the source of funds is documented.”
“Yes.”
“Taxes paid.”
“Yes.”
“Licensed exchange.”
“Yes.”
“Bitcoin legal.”
“Yes.”
“Self-custody legal.”
“Yes.”
“He has not applied to emigrate.”
“Correct.”
“Then what are we stopping?”
“The model identifies strong indicators of future capital externalisation.”
“Future.”
“Yes.”
“We are restricting him for something he might do later.”
“We are pausing the transaction.”
“With no deadline.”
“National review.”
I lowered my voice. “You know this is wrong.”
He looked at me. That was the first truly dangerous thing I had said. Not because it insulted him. Because it asked him to admit he knew. “I know it's difficult,” he said.
“Not difficult.”
“Don't.”
“Wrong.”
He looked towards the glass offices above us. “Irv.”
“There has to be a line.”
“There is.”
“Where?”
“The law.”
“Everything he's doing is legal.”
“The emergency regulations are law.”
“They allow review.”
“Yes.”
“They don't require denial.”
“No.”
“Then approve it.”
“I won't.”
“Why?”
“Because I am not accepting personal responsibility for 1.2 million crowns leaving the regulated system.”
There it was. Not law. Not national interest. Personal risk. He could see the wrong and could not afford to touch it.
I understood. That was the worst part. “I'll take responsibility.”
“You can't approve this amount alone.”
“Then escalate.”
“I have.”
“To whom?”
“Central.”
“How long?”
“No deadline.”
Mr. Marek finally spoke. “And Bitcoin rises while you decide.” Neither of us answered. “If it doubles?” Nothing. “If the crown falls another twenty percent?” Nothing. “Who compensates me?”
Stefan said, “The bank cannot guarantee asset prices.”
Mr. Marek laughed. “Of course.”
He stood. “You can stop me buying Bitcoin because the price might move, then deny responsibility when your delay causes me to miss the price.”
“That isn't...”
“No. I understand.”
He looked at me. “You tried.”
Then he left. That was what made me do it. Not the policy. Not Stefan. Not the amount.
You tried. I was finished trying. I sat at the computer. Selected MANUAL OVERRIDE REQUEST.
Entered every document. Sale contract. Tax clearance. Beneficial ownership. Exchange KYC. Wallet declaration. No departure application. No criminal flags. Then under justification I typed:
CUSTOMER IS ENGAGING IN LEGAL DISPOSITION OF LAWFULLY ACQUIRED AND FULLY TAXED PRIVATE PROPERTY. NO SPECIFIC STATUTORY BASIS FOR RESTRICTION IDENTIFIED. GENERAL FUTURE DEPARTURE RISK IS INSUFFICIENT TO TREAT LAWFUL ASSET OWNERSHIP AS PRESUMPTIVELY EVASIVE.
The system asked: DO YOU ACCEPT PERSONAL ACCOUNTABILITY? Yes.
Then: SUPERVISORY APPROVAL REQUIRED.
I selected Stefan. He rejected it. I escalated. Regional Compliance. Rejected. Central Review. The file disappeared into the system.
Five minutes later my telephone rang. Head office. I answered. “This is Irving Vale.”
“Irving, this is Marta Kessler, Director of Financial Stability Compliance.”
I had met her once. She had spoken for forty minutes without saying anything memorable.
“Hello.”
“Did you submit override case FS-8841?”
“Yes.”
“After supervisory rejection?”
“Yes.”
“Why?”
“Because I think the restriction is unsupported.”
“Your supervisor disagrees.”
“I know.”
“The automated model assigns ninety-three risk.”
“I know.”
“Do you believe you have information the model doesn't?”
“Yes.”
“What?”
“A customer.”
Silence. “That isn't a serious answer.”
“It is increasingly the only serious answer.”
She paused. “Irving, your override statistics are already under review.”
“So I learned.”
“You were given guidance this morning.”
“I read it.”
“And nevertheless you escalated.”
“Yes.”
“Why?”
“Because the system is wrong.”
Another silence. Longer. “This model is mandated under the national Financial Resilience Framework.”
“That doesn't make every output right.”
“No model is perfect.”
“Then why are humans punished for correcting it?”
“That is an argumentative characterization.”
“Is it inaccurate?”
Her voice cooled. “You are expected to support the framework.”
“I support lawful banking.”
“This is lawful banking.”
“Then explain the legal reason he can't use his money.”
“We aren't discussing statutory interpretation by telephone.”
“That would be convenient.”
“Irving.”
There are moments when a professional relationship ends before the call does. I heard it. She heard it too.
“Remain at your desk,” she said.
“For what?”
“Someone will speak with you.”
She hung up. Petra looked over from the next station. “What did you do?”
“Banking.”
“That serious?”
“Apparently.”
Twenty-three minutes later, Stefan appeared with an HR representative. Her name was Claire. HR representatives always appeared with first names when the news was bad. Friendly institutions prefer informality during execution.
“Could you come upstairs?” Stefan asked.
“Do I need my coat?”
Claire said, “You can leave it for now.”
Not encouraging. We went to a meeting room called Trust. I nearly asked for another room. There probably wasn't one. Claire placed a letter in front of me. NOTICE OF IMMEDIATE SUSPENSION PENDING CONDUCT REVIEW
I read it. “You're suspending me.”
“Paid suspension initially,” she said.
“For what conduct?”
“Repeated deviation from required Financial Stability Compliance procedures, refusal to follow supervisory direction, and communications indicating potential non-alignment with institutional responsibilities.”
“Non-alignment.”
“Yes.”
“I thought it was insufficient risk alignment.”
Claire looked at Stefan. He looked tired. “This isn't helping,” he said.
“Apparently helping is what got me here.”
Claire continued. “You will retain salary during the initial seventy-two-hour review.”
“Civic Credits too?”
She paused. “Yes.”
“Good. I was worried.”
Stefan looked at me. “Irv.”
“Sorry.” I wasn't.
“You'll surrender system credentials today.”
“For seventy-two hours?”
“Pending review.”
“Do I come back Friday?”
“We'll contact you.”
“Access?”
“Suspended.”
“Banking licence reference?”
“This is an internal employment matter.”
“For now?”
Claire didn't answer. The phrase had infected me. For now. Everything was for now. I signed acknowledgement of receipt. Not agreement. Receipt. Distinctions still mattered to me even if nobody else cared.
Claire collected my access card. That hurt more than expected. Three weeks earlier, the promotion card had opened an extra floor.
I had shown it to Maddy. She kissed me. “Senior management,” she'd said.
Now Claire put it into an envelope. Career advancement had been remarkably portable.
I spent Wednesday afternoon at home. This was becoming a family tradition. First Dad came home before lunch because the ministry had suspended him. Now me.
My mother opened the door. She looked at me. Then at the clock. “Oh no.”
This was not flattering but efficient. “Suspended.”
She closed her eyes. “Come in.”
Dad appeared from the kitchen. He was no longer wearing a suit. That was still disturbing. “What happened?”
“I made the system humane.”
He stared at me. Then actually laughed. Not because it was funny. We had developed the same defective response. “Coffee?” Mom asked.
“Yes.”
“Whisky?”
It was three fifteen. “Maybe later.”
“That bad?”
“Probably.”
Dad sat across from me. “What did you do?”
I told them. Mrs. Solberg. Her son. Marek. The business sale. Bitcoin. The override.
Dad listened without interrupting. When I finished, he said, “You did the right thing.”
I looked at him. That was new. “Really?”
“Yes.”
“The old you would have said I violated procedure.”
“The old me had building access.” Fair.
Mom put coffee down. “What happens now?”
“Seventy-two-hour review.”
“And then?”
“I don't know.”
“Salary?”
“For seventy-two hours.”
“And then?”
“I don't know.”
Dad nodded. “That's how it begins.” This sentence from my father was more frightening than anything HR had said.
Malcolm came in at four. He saw me. Then Dad. Both home. “Have working hours been abolished?”
“Irv's suspended,” Mom said.
He dropped his bag. “What did you do?”
“Helped customers.”
Malcolm nodded. “Classic mistake.”
I laughed. Then he became serious. “They fired you?”
“Suspended.”
Dad and I said simultaneously: “Technically.”
We looked at each other. Mom shook her head. “Wonderful. I live with two unemployed men who insist they still have jobs.”
Maddy came home at six twenty. I heard the basement door. Then her footsteps. She appeared in the kitchen five minutes later. “Why is everyone here?” She looked at me. “You're supposed to be at work.”
“Not anymore.”
Her face changed. “What happened?”
“Let's go downstairs.”
I didn't want to explain my dismissal to my wife in front of my parents. Suspension. Not dismissal. Yet. Old habits.
We went downstairs. Our apartment looked the same as it had that morning. The listing for the Eastbridge flat remained open on her laptop. Two bedrooms. Energy recovery facility visible only from the bedroom. Our future. Or one version.
I sat on the sofa. She remained standing. “What did you do?”
Interesting first question. Not what happened? What did you do? “I overrode some cases.”
Her expression tightened. “Irv.”
“They were wrong.”
“What cases?”
I told her about Mrs. Solberg first. Maddy listened. Then Marek. When I reached the Bitcoin purchase, she interrupted. “You approved more than a million crowns into Bitcoin?”
“I requested approval.”
“After your supervisor said no?”
“Yes.”
“Why?”
“Because there was no legal reason to stop him.”
“The country is under capital controls.”
“Liquidity preservation.”
“Don't.” I almost smiled. “You're using Harry's language.”
“No. I'm using Dad's.”
“Same difference now.”
“What did the rules say?”
“That his activity was high risk.”
“Then it was high risk.”
“According to a computer.”
“Based on information.”
“Based on behaviour.”
“Yes.”
“Legal behaviour.” She folded her arms. “Not everything dangerous is illegal.” That sentence bothered me.
“Say that again.”
“What?”
“Not everything dangerous is illegal.”
“Obviously.”
“To whom?”
“What do you mean?”
“Dangerous to whom?”
“The economy. Financial stability. Everyone.”
“He sold his own company.”
“Yes.”
“Paid his taxes.”
“Yes.”
“Wanted Bitcoin.”
“During a capital crisis.”
“He owns the money.”
“Irv, we're going in circles.”
“No. We're finally getting somewhere.”
She looked at me. “I think Harry has got into your head.”
There it was. I had expected it. Still hurt. “Harry didn't make the bank stop Mrs. Solberg helping her son.”
“No.”
“Or stop a businessman using his own money.”
“No.”
“Or create risk scores for people who might emigrate.”
“We don't know the whole picture.”
“I work there.”
“You worked in retail banking and then compliance for three weeks.”
“Twenty-two days.”
“Fine.”
“You think the people writing the policies know customers better than I do?”
“I think governments sometimes have information individuals don't.”
“And sometimes individuals have morality governments don't.”
She stared. “That sounds dramatic.”
“It didn't feel dramatic when the customer was sitting in front of me.”
“Did you have to risk your job?”
I stopped. There was the real question. Not whether the rule was right. Whether right was worth our security. “I didn't think they'd suspend me.”
“So you didn't think.”
“That's unfair.”
“We were looking at apartments.”
“I know.”
“We finally had a chance to get out of this basement.”
“I know.”
“You got promoted.”
“I know.”
“Twenty-two percent more.”
“Yes.”
“And you threw it away because a man wanted to buy Bitcoin.”
“That is not what happened.”
“It is partly what happened.”
I stood. “What would you have done?”
“I don't work at a bank.”
“If you did.”
“I would have followed the rules.”
“Even if they were wrong?”
“I would work through the system.”
“I did.”
“No. You challenged your supervisor.”
“Because he was wrong too.”
“You decided.”
“Yes.”
“That's the problem.”
The words landed strangely. “Me deciding?”
“You deciding that your personal judgement matters more than the institution.”
I thought of Sophie. Agency. Harry. Dad. All the conversations around the family table. “My judgement has to matter somewhere.”
“Not more than everyone else's.”
“I didn't say more.”
“That's what you acted like.”
I looked at the woman I had married. I loved Maddy. That remained true. It would remain true longer than many other things. But love did not make disagreement smaller. Sometimes it made the edges sharper. “You really think I should have denied them?”
“I think you should have kept your job.”
“That's not the same answer.”
“It's the answer that affects us.”
Us. There was always an us until you examined what each person thought the word meant.
I had been thinking about the red and blue family discussion more than I wanted to admit. Harry and Sophie had reduced it to colours after some article. I had found the whole thing irritating. Families were not political maps. Maddy was not blue. My parents were not red. People were people.
Then the crisis arrived and began sorting us anyway. I grew up believing marriage meant building a family. Not merely living with someone you loved. Family. Children. Parents nearby. Sunday lunches. People carrying one another through bad years.
My mother had stopped teaching when we were small, then gone back later. Dad had worked. Mom had managed nearly everything else. It was not fashionable. It was not equal by any spreadsheet I knew. It had also worked.
When I was younger, I did not want to marry someone like my mother. Almost no young man says he does. The sentence itself sounds psychologically suspicious. I liked Maddy because she wasn't like my mother. She was modern. Confident. Independent. She had travelled. Had opinions about things my mother had never considered needing opinions about. She was comfortable with sex before marriage in a way that had initially seemed liberating and mildly miraculous to me. She wanted a career. She challenged me. She did not ask permission. I loved that. Or thought I did. Perhaps I loved it when the consequences were fun.
What I had never admitted, even to myself, was that some part of me assumed marriage would change the arrangement. Not her personality. I wasn't that foolish. But priorities. I imagined the wedding would create a border between before and after.
Before, we were two individuals having adventures. After, we would become a family. Children would come. Career would matter slightly less. Home slightly more. The individual would give way, not completely, but enough, to us.
I had never properly asked Maddy whether she expected the same transformation. I simply assumed marriage would summon it. Like an application automatically converting status.
That was unfair. Maddy had never promised to become my mother. She had promised to become my wife. I had quietly treated those as synonyms. That mistake belonged to me. Unfortunately, recognising your mistake does not necessarily resolve the consequences.
“Do you regret marrying me?” Maddy asked.
The question came so directly that I wondered whether she had been reading my thoughts. “No.”
“You hesitated.”
“I was thinking.”
“About what?”
I sat again. “About what I expected.”
“From me?”
“Yes.” Her arms lowered slightly. “I thought we'd have children.”
“I know.”
“I thought after we married you'd want them more.”
Her expression hardened. “There.”
“What?”
“You thought marriage would change me.”
“Yes.” At least lying would no longer help.
She laughed once. Not happily. “Finally.”
“I don't mean change who you are.”
“What did you mean?”
“Priorities.”
“Mine.”
“Ours.”
“No. Yours.”
I rubbed my face. “Okay.”
“Because you already wanted children.”
“Yes.”
“So your priorities didn't need changing.”
“I suppose.”
“You wanted me to move towards you.”
“Yes.”
“Why?”
“Because that's what I thought marriage was.”
“And I thought marriage was building a life together without either person disappearing.”
“I don't want you to disappear.”
“You keep telling me motherhood is the natural next step as though everything else I do is temporary.”
“That isn't what I mean.”
“It is how it feels.”
I thought of the family discussion weeks ago. Motherhood and status. Work. Identity. Maddy had built a wall against children, as I saw it. Perhaps because every conversation made the wall more necessary. The more I pushed, the more motherhood became not a baby she might love but a territory I was trying to annex.
And because Harry and Sophie wanted children, because Mom had raised three sons, because Malcolm made jokes about fertility, Maddy increasingly heard the whole Vale family as one large argument directed at her.
That wasn't fair either. But perhaps it was understandable. “I'll stop asking,” I said.
She looked surprised. “What?”
“About children.”
“You don't mean that.”
“I do.”
“For how long?”
“I don't know.”
“That's not stopping.”
“Fine. I won't ask.”
She studied me. “You still want them.”
“Yes.”
“Then what changes?”
“I stop treating you like a delayed version of the person I want you to become.”
That hurt her. I could see it. It hurt me too. “Is that how you see me?”
“No.”
“That's exactly what you just said.”
“I said I was wrong to do it.”
“But you did.”
“Yes.”
Silence. Marriage can survive many things. The difficulty is that irreconcilable differences are often made of two reasonable people telling the truth at the same time.
“I love you,” I said.
She looked away. “I love you too.”
That was still true. Which made everything worse.
My suspension became dismissal on Friday morning. The bank called at nine. I was at the kitchen table upstairs with Dad. We had become an informal unemployment club. Mom refused the name.
The letter arrived by email while Claire from HR read the essential parts aloud. My acting appointment terminated immediately. My underlying retail position also terminated for serious professional misconduct. I had repeatedly disregarded required risk procedures. Refused reasonable supervisory direction. Demonstrated conduct inconsistent with the bank's obligations under the Financial Resilience Framework.
“Serious misconduct?” I said.
Claire remained professionally sad. “Yes.”
“I approved legal transactions.”
“You've been informed of the review finding.”
“Can I appeal?”
“Of course.”
“How long?”
“Internal appeal target is thirty working days.”
“Target.”
“Yes.”
“Salary during appeal?”
“No.”
“Reference?”
“Employment dates and last position.”
“Reason for termination?”
“If specifically asked, we respond accurately.”
Meaning any Ardanian bank would know. Tainted. Like Dad. Different institution. Same method. Not imprisonment. Not prohibition. Just doors closing one at a time until a person discovered there were no ordinary doors left.
When the call ended, Dad stared at me. “Well?”
“Fired.”
He nodded. “Actually fired?”
“Actually.”
“I'm sorry.”
“So am I.”
Mom put coffee in front of us. “This family is becoming very cheap to feed during business hours.”
We both looked at her. “What?”
“You're home for lunch.”
Dad laughed. I did too. Then Mom sat. “What will you do?”
I didn't answer immediately. Malcolm came downstairs halfway through the conversation. “Why aren't you back at the bank?”
“Fired.”
He stopped. Completely. The jokes left his face. “For what?” I told him briefly. He looked at Dad. Then at me. Then towards the basement door. “I told you.”
Dad frowned. “Told us what?”
Malcolm looked at Mom. “Irv wasn't the problem.”
I knew what he meant. Costa Verde. Leaving. The private conversation weeks earlier. If I were single, I'd already be looking. I pointed at him. “Don't.”
“What?”
“Don't make Maddy the problem either.”
He looked surprised. “I didn't mean...”
“I know what you meant.” I leaned back. “The country is the problem.”
Dad said quietly, “Part of it.”
I looked at him. That qualification would have been impossible a month ago. “Part?”
He nodded towards the basement. “We still have choices.”
That sounded like Harry. We were all becoming infected.
Maddy came upstairs later. She knew. HR had apparently removed my employee banking privileges before I had finished the call. Efficient to the end. She sat at the table.
Mom tactfully found something urgent in the garden. Dad went upstairs. Malcolm vanished. I appreciated all three lies. “I'm sorry,” Maddy said.
“Thank you.”
“What now?”
“I appeal.”
“Good.”
“I don't expect to win.”
“You don't know.”
“No.”
“You should apologise.”
I stared. “For what?”
“For the tone. For challenging management.”
“You want me to say I was wrong?”
“I want you to get your job back.”
“What if they require me to say the policy was right?”
“Say it.”
I looked at her. “Even if I don't believe it?”
“Yes.”
There it was. Not because she was evil. Not because she wanted tyranny. Because she wanted our life back. Apartment. Salary. Career. Normality.
The system had discovered an extraordinarily powerful means of producing agreement. It didn't need belief. Only consequences.
I remembered a quotation I'd read years ago, usually attributed to Voltaire: Those who can make you believe absurdities can make you commit atrocities.
I had always imagined the atrocities first. Huge things. Violence. Prisons. History-book evil.
But perhaps the machinery began earlier. First you accepted an absurdity. That helping your sick son's family was capital flight. That buying a legal asset was suspicious because you might someday leave. That a computer's risk score was morally neutral because it came from a computer.
Then you acted on the absurdity. Denied the transfer. Froze the account. Ruined the business. Reported the neighbour. Not an atrocity. Not yet. Just training.
And perhaps belief was not even required. That was the most disturbing part. Maddy did not need to believe every government explanation. She only needed to behave as though she did because the cost of refusing was too high.
Agency disappeared that way. Not stolen in one dramatic act. Traded away, decision by decision, for continued access to ordinary life. “I can't apologise for the decision,” I said.
“You can apologise for how you handled it.”
“I can do that.”
“Good.”
“But if they ask whether I would approve Mrs. Solberg again, the answer is yes.”
Maddy closed her eyes. “Why?”
“Because she should be able to help her son.”
“And Marek?”
“Yes.”
“A million crowns into Bitcoin.”
“His million crowns.”
“During a national emergency.”
“His million crowns.”
“So that's it.”
“What?”
“You choose principle over us.”
“No.”
“That is exactly what you're doing.”
“I am trying to choose a world where us is allowed to make decisions.”
She stood. “You sound exactly like Harry.”
“Harry is sometimes right.”
“And your father now.”
“Dad learned.”
“And Sophie.”
“Sophie is trapped.”
“She's delayed.”
I looked at her. “Do you actually believe that?”
“Yes.”
No hesitation. Perhaps she did. That was the wall.
Every new restriction pushed the rest of us towards the conclusion that something fundamental had changed.
Every criticism pushed Maddy farther towards defending the system because agreeing with us now meant admitting that Harry had been right, that I had sacrificed my job for something real, that her work at Common Future perhaps served institutions she still believed decent, that the future she had chosen might not exist.
People defend more than ideas. They defend the version of themselves built on those ideas. I understood that because Dad had done the same. Perhaps I had too. “Maddy.”
“What?”
“If I could get a job in Costa Verde, would you come?”
Her expression changed. “No.” Not I don't know. No.
“Why?”
“Because my life is here.”
“What life?” She recoiled. “That came out wrong.”
“Yes.”
“I mean what part can we not recreate?”
“My work.”
“Find another.”
“My friends.”
“You'd make friends.”
“My country.”
I stopped. “Your country just fired your husband for letting an old woman help her son.”
“My country didn't. Your bank did.”
“Under government rules.”
“Because you ignored procedure.”
“There is always going to be a reason, isn't there?”
“What does that mean?”
“Nothing.”
“No. Say it.”
“It means every new thing has an explanation. And because each explanation can be made to sound reasonable by itself, you never have to look at where they lead.”
She folded her arms. “Where do they lead?”
“I don't know.”
“Exactly.”
“That doesn't mean I have to wait until I do.”
“And that's the difference between us.”
There. Finally. Not Bitcoin. Not children. Not the bank. Not Harry. Risk.
She believed responsible people remained, worked, complied where necessary and improved institutions gradually. I increasingly believed responsible people also needed to know when to walk away. Neither position was inherently insane. Under normal circumstances, hers might even have been wiser. These were no longer normal circumstances. “I want to leave,” I said.
She stared at me. “For Costa Verde?”
“Yes.”
“When?”
“I don't know.”
“With your family.”
“Yes.”
“And me?”
“Of course with you.”
“I don't want to go.”
“I know.”
The words felt heavier once spoken. She sat down again. “What does that mean for us?”
“I don't know.”
We had said I don't know many times recently. The phrase was becoming our most honest one. “I love you,” I said.
She began crying. “I know.”
“I don't want to leave without you.”
“Then don't.”
“I don't want to stay either.”
She looked at me. There was nothing left to argue. The difference could no longer be negotiated because it was not a disagreement over destination. It was a disagreement over reality.
Maddy believed Ardania was still a damaged country worth staying to repair. I believed the repairmen had begun using the house for firewood.
I reached across the table. She let me take her hand. For now. Neither of us knew how long that would remain enough.
That evening, I sat outside on the back steps. The Vale house behind me. Westbridge Park beyond the gardens. My father's house. My mother's house. Our basement. The home I had once been embarrassed to admit I still lived in. Now it seemed extraordinarily valuable. Not because Sophie thought it was worth fifteen Bitcoin. Because it contained almost everyone I loved.
Dad came outside. He sat beside me. For a while, neither of us spoke. Then he said, “Harry called.”
“Of course.”
“He's found banking jobs.”
“For me?”
“Potentially.”
I laughed. “That took him what, four hours?”
“Three.”
“Software people.”
“He says there are compliance roles too.”
“No.”
Dad smiled. “No compliance?”
“I've completed my public service.”
“Three weeks.”
“Twenty-two days.”
“Right.” We looked at the garden. “You really want to go?” Dad asked.
“Yes.”
“Maddy?”
“No.”
He nodded. No advice. I appreciated that. “Your mother and Sophie think we can sell the house for fifteen Bitcoin.”
“I heard.”
“Five buys something very good there.”
“So I'm told.”
“Ten left.”
“Power Law.”
Dad looked at me sharply. “What?”
“Harry.”
“Don't start.”
I laughed. Then became serious. “Are you going?”
Dad looked towards the house. “I think so.”
That was the first time he had said it. Not perhaps. Not if necessary. I think so. Something in me relaxed. Not because I needed Dad's permission. Because Malcolm had been right again. The family itself was becoming an exit route. “What happens now?” I asked.
“We talk to an estate agent.”
“And the government?”
Dad looked towards the park. “We do it legally.”
“For now.”
He didn't correct me. I thought of Maddy downstairs. The apartment listing. The hypothetical child's room. The career I had lost. The promotion I had once believed would make her ready for the family I wanted.
Maybe that had always been foolish. A salary could not turn one kind of marriage into another. A wedding could not turn a blue marriage red. A crisis could not reconcile two people whose definitions of a good life had quietly diverged years before. It could only make the divergence impossible to ignore.
I still loved my wife. I still hoped she would come. I still imagined, against all evidence, that when the decision became real she might choose me over Ardania.
Perhaps that was unfair too. I had spent years hoping marriage would make Madeleine more like my mother. Now I was hoping tyranny would.
I looked towards the basement window. The light was on. Maddy was down there. For the first time since our wedding, home no longer meant the same place to both of us.
Chapter Fourteen
The House
My husband Henry had been unemployed for four days when he began dressing for the bank as though he were going to negotiate a sovereign-debt restructuring.
I watched him select a tie. “No.”
He looked at me. “What?”
“That one makes you look frightened.”
“It is a blue tie.”
“It is your ministry blue tie.”
“I don't have ministry ties.”
“You absolutely do.”
“I bought this before I joined the ministry.”
“That makes it worse. It has thirty years of institutional memory.”
He put it back. I handed him the burgundy one. “This?”
“You look retired.”
“I am not retired.”
“Exactly. It will confuse them.”
He stared at me. Then put it on. Marriage is partly helping a man dress for the person he hopes to deceive.
We were not doing anything illegal. This required repeating because almost every ordinary financial decision in Ardania had begun to feel illegal before the law caught up. We were merely going to National Commerce Bank to ask a hypothetical question. If we hypothetically sold our house. And hypothetically received a very large number of crowns. Could we hypothetically use those crowns to buy Bitcoin? And, entirely hypothetically, could that Bitcoin then be withdrawn into a private wallet? Nothing could have been more innocent. Except perhaps asking while carrying no luggage.
Sophie was in the kitchen when we came downstairs. She looked at Henry. “Bank?”
“How do you know?”
“The tie.”
I looked at him. “See?”
He ignored us. Sophie closed her laptop. “I made notes.”
“We don't need notes,” Henry said.
“You absolutely need notes.”
“I know how banks work.”
Irv came upstairs from the basement carrying coffee. “Used to,” he said.
Henry frowned. “What does that mean?”
“Nothing.”
“Everyone says nothing now.”
“It saves time.”
Irv sat. He had been fired from National Commerce Bank three days earlier. The fact that we were now going to the same bank to ask whether it would help us buy fifteen Bitcoin was not lost on anyone. Especially Irv. “Who are you seeing?” he asked.
“Mr. Bell.”
Irv nodded. “Private clients.”
“You know him?”
“By reputation.”
“Good?”
“Depends which side of the desk you're on.”
“What does that mean?”
“It means he understands discretion.”
Henry looked suspicious. “Bankers should follow rules.”
The kitchen became quiet. Sophie looked at me. I looked at Irv. Irv looked at Malcolm, who had just entered. Malcolm looked delighted. “Should someone tell him?”
“No,” I said.
Henry picked up his coat. “We are going to ask a perfectly straightforward question.”
“About fifteen Bitcoin,” Malcolm said.
“Potentially.”
“Which is straightforward?”
“Yes.”
“In Ardania?”
Henry paused. “Less than it used to be.”
Progress.
National Commerce Bank occupied a stone building on Westbridge Avenue that had survived three currencies, two banking crises, and an architectural renovation intended to make it look more approachable. The renovation added glass doors. The stone remained unconvinced.
Henry and I arrived ten minutes early. Of course. He had spent thirty years believing punctuality demonstrated character. I had spent thirty-six years married to him and knew it mostly demonstrated anxiety.
A young receptionist greeted us. “Mr. and Mrs. Vale?”
“Yes.”
“Mr. Bell is expecting you.” She looked at Henry. “Ministry of Finance?”
Henry hesitated for perhaps half a second. “Yes.”
Not a lie. Not exactly. He had worked there. His current access badge merely objected to the relationship. The receptionist smiled more warmly. “Of course.” She led us upstairs.
I glanced at Henry. He avoided my eyes. Interesting.
Mr. Bell's office overlooked Westbridge Park. This immediately improved my opinion of private banking. Bell was perhaps fifty-five, silver-haired, slim, with the easy manner of a man who had spent decades discussing other people's money without ever appearing excited by it.
He stood. “Henry. Helen. Good to see you.”
“You too.”
They shook hands. Bell smiled at me. “How long has it been?”
“Too long,” I said.
“That's usually good in banking.”
“I assumed you preferred customers who visited.”
“We prefer customers who don't need to.”
I liked him. He offered coffee. Henry declined. I accepted. There was no reason both of us needed to suffer.
Bell sat. “So. You said you wanted to discuss property proceeds.”
“Hypothetically,” Henry said.
Bell smiled. “Of course.”
I took my coffee. This was apparently the official language of money now. Hypothetical. Temporary. Protective. Nobody committed nouns without legal advice.
Henry placed both hands on his knees. “We own our house outright.”
“I know.”
“You do?” Henry looked pleased. “We may consider selling.”
Bell nodded. “Downsizing?”
“Potentially.”
“Staying in Westbridge?”
Henry paused. “We haven't decided.”
Another technically correct answer. Bell nodded again. “And you want to understand what can be done with the proceeds.”
“Yes.”
“What value are you expecting?”
“We haven't had it formally appraised.”
“Roughly?”
I answered. “Perhaps one point six million crowns.” Bell raised his eyebrows.
Henry looked at me. “What?”
“You said hypothetical.”
“I can hypothetically estimate.”
Bell smiled. “That may be conservative.”
Now Henry looked at him. “You think?”
“Properties near the park are extremely scarce. Large plot, detached, basement conversion. Assuming reasonable condition.”
“The kitchen is old,” I said.
Henry looked offended. “It functions.”
Bell laughed. “A kitchen can be changed. Land can't.”
I filed that away for the estate agent. Henry cleared his throat. “Suppose we sold for that amount.”
“Yes.”
“And suppose we wanted to invest the proceeds.”
“Of course.”
“In Bitcoin.”
Mr. Bell did not react. Not visibly. That surprised me. I had expected at least one eyebrow. Perhaps both. Instead he asked: “All of it?”
Henry glanced at me. “Possibly.”
Bell nodded. “Self-custody afterward?”
This time both of us stared. “How did you know?” Henry asked.
Bell smiled. “Because if you wanted an exchange balance, you wouldn't be asking me.”
That was fair. Henry leaned forward. “Can it be done?”
“Yes.”
The answer came so quickly that I thought Henry had misunderstood. He apparently did too. “Legally?”
“Yes.”
“Under Phase Three?”
“Yes.”
“Property-sale proceeds?”
“Yes.”
“Large amount?”
“Yes.”
“Private wallet?”
“Yes.”
Henry sat back. I almost laughed. For weeks, every government transaction required six forms, three declarations, and a philosophical defence. Now we had asked whether we could turn our house into fifteen Bitcoin and the banker said yes four times before coffee arrived.
Henry remained suspicious. “What reviews?”
“Source of funds.”
“Obviously.”
“Sale agreement, deed, tax clearance, settlement statement.”
“Yes.”
“Beneficial ownership.”
“Yes.”
“Digital Asset Purpose Declaration.”
Henry winced.
“Of course.”
“Wallet ownership declaration.”
“Meaning?”
“You confirm the withdrawal address is controlled by you.”
“And then?”
“Depending on final amount, likely enhanced compliance.”
“How long?”
“Normally seventy-two hours.”
“Normally.”
“Yes.”
“Maximum?”
Bell smiled slightly. “You still work at the ministry.”
It was not a question. Henry's face did something very small. I hoped Bell didn't notice. “I'm familiar with the regulations,” Henry said.
“Then you know maximum is a complicated word.”
That was beautifully diplomatic. Henry almost approved. “Could it be denied?”
Bell leaned back. “In theory.”
“On what grounds?”
“Unclear source of funds. Tax issues, sanctions, fraud indicators, departure-linked externalisation risk, security concerns.”
There it was. Henry's expression hardened. “My son lives in Costa Verde.”
“I know.”
“How?”
“Your family is not secret, Henry.”
Fair. “My future daughter-in-law has an active Departure Compliance application.”
Bell's expression changed slightly. Not alarm. Calculation. “That complicates things.”
“How much?”
“Depends.”
“On what?”
“Whether you have an active departure profile.”
“No.”
“Property listed yet?”
“No.”
“Utilities closed?”
“No.”
“One-way travel booked?”
“No.”
“Residency application?”
“No.”
“Foreign employment?”
Henry almost laughed. “No.”
That was very true. Bell nodded. “Then at present, you are a domestic client reallocating domestic assets.”
Henry stared at him. “At present.”
“Yes.”
“If we later leave?”
Bell folded his hands. “I would not structure the transaction around a hypothetical future decision.”
“That's not what I asked.”
“I know.”
“Would buying Bitcoin now be treated differently if we subsequently emigrated?”
“Potentially.”
“Retroactively?”
“Not usually.”
“Usually.”
Bell looked at him. “Henry, if you want certainty, you have chosen the wrong country and the wrong asset.”
I nearly applauded. Henry did not. Yet.
Bell stood and closed his office door. Apparently this was symbolic. He returned to his chair. “May I speak candidly?”
Henry nodded. I said, “Please.”
Bell looked at Henry. “You would be surprised how many people from your building have suddenly developed an interest in diversification.”
Nothing moved. Not Henry. Not me. Even the coffee seemed quieter. “My building?”
“The ministry.”
“I understood.”
Bell gave a small shrug. “Senior civil servants. Reserve Bank people. Regulatory staff. A few members of parliamentary committees.”
“Buying Bitcoin?”
“Among other things.”
“How many?”
“I can't discuss clients.”
“You just did.”
“No. I described a demographic.”
I liked him more every minute. Henry did not smile. “These are people involved in designing the restrictions.”
“Some.”
“And they are moving personal savings into Bitcoin.”
“Some.”
“Self-custody?”
Bell looked at him. “Some.”
Henry sat back. For several seconds, he said nothing. This was becoming his new reaction to unwelcome information. Previously he argued. Now he became quiet. It was less exhausting but more worrying. “Why are their transactions approved?” he asked.
Bell chose his words carefully. “Established clients with documented income, long banking histories, clean tax records, and identifiable sources of funds are lower compliance risks.”
“Even when buying Bitcoin.”
“Yes.”
“Even large amounts.”
“Yes.”
“Even if they may later leave.”
“I cannot evaluate unexpressed intentions.”
Henry's eyes narrowed. “But when Irv's customer sold his business and tried to buy Bitcoin, the bank treated it as possible capital externalisation.”
Bell knew immediately who we meant. That interested me. “Marek.”
“Yes.”
Bell sighed. “I know the case.”
“My son was fired over it.”
“I know.”
“Then explain the difference.”
Bell did not answer quickly. Good bankers apparently understood silence as an asset class. Finally he said: “Mr. Marek had a business liquidation event, family in Costa Verde, substantial digital-asset conversion, and prior indicators associated with permanent relocation.”
“Indicators.”
“Yes.”
“He hadn't applied to leave.”
“No.”
“He hadn't broken any law.”
“No.”
“Yet Irv approving his purchase was misconduct.”
Bell looked uncomfortable. “That decision was above my level.”
“But a deputy minister could sell his house and buy Bitcoin.”
“If the transaction passes compliance.”
“Which it apparently does.”
“Potentially.”
“Because he is trusted.”
“Because his profile is lower risk.”
“Those sound similar.”
Bell didn't answer. Henry leaned forward. “Would Marek's transaction have been approved if he were a senior official?”
“Henry.”
“Would it?”
Bell looked towards me. I could have rescued him. I didn't. Marriage has limits. After a moment, he said: “It would have been easier.”
Henry sat back. There it was. Not a confession. Not corruption exactly. Something more ordinary. The rules were strict. Until the person was trusted. The person was trusted because of status. And status belonged disproportionately to the people making the rules.
“Irv lost his job for exercising discretion,” Henry said.
Bell nodded. “And the system exercises discretion constantly.”
“Yes.”
“For people like me.”
Another silence. “Yes.”
Henry looked out the window towards the park. I knew what he was seeing. Not trees. Not children. Not the pond promoted to lake. A system. For thirty years, he had believed unequal outcomes could be justified by equal rules. Now he was learning that equal rules could conceal unequal permissions.
Bell spoke quietly. “Henry, I'm not defending policy.”
“You're implementing it.”
“Yes.”
“So was I.”
That stopped the conversation.
Bell eventually returned to practical matters. “If you decide to proceed, do it in the correct order.”
Henry turned back. “Meaning?”
“Do not list the house and then start improvising.”
I smiled. “Finally, someone speaking Henry.”
Bell continued. “First, we pre-clear your profile for a large documented asset reallocation.”
“How?”
“Source-of-wealth review, tax history, property ownership, expected sale range.”
“Before sale?”
“Yes.”
“Then?”
“When you have a buyer, send us the preliminary contract.”
“Then?”
“We prepare the OTC desk.”
“Bank buys the Bitcoin?”
“Our licensed digital-asset subsidiary executes.”
“At market?”
“Quoted spread.”
“How much?”
“Depends on size and market conditions.”
Henry immediately became himself again. “How much?”
Bell smiled. “Approximately thirty-five to fifty basis points.”
“That's high.”
I almost laughed. His career had disappeared. His pension was under review. His government might prevent us leaving. But fifty basis points remained an outrage. Bell said, “For fifteen Bitcoin, perhaps we can improve it.”
“Good.”
I looked at Henry. He noticed. “What?”
“Nothing.”
“Don't.”
Bell continued. “Once the property proceeds settle, the transfer goes directly from your settlement account to the licensed desk. We avoid unnecessary intermediate movement.”
“Then self-custody.”
“After compliance.”
“How long?”
“Assume seventy-two hours.”
“Could it become ten days?”
“Yes.”
“Could it become indefinitely deferred?”
Bell looked at him. “Yes.”
That sobered everyone. “What triggers that?” I asked.
“Departure indicators. National Interest Review. Security flag. Regulatory change.”
“Regulatory change?”
“Rules can change between contract and settlement.”
“How quickly?”
Bell looked at me. “You've been reading the news.”
“Unfortunately.”
He nodded. “I would not leave it six months.”
Henry said nothing. Bell added: “I wouldn't leave it six weeks.”
There was our answer.
We left the bank at eleven twenty. Henry insisted on walking through the park rather than going straight home. I knew better than to ask why. We followed the path around the lake. Pond. Whatever.
An elderly man was again feeding ducks beneath the sign prohibiting it. Government had failed again. The ducks appeared resilient.
Henry walked with his hands behind his back. He looked exactly like a ministry official contemplating policy. Only now the policy was our life. “You were quiet,” I said.
“I was thinking.”
“I know.”
“Do you think Bell is corrupt?”
“No.”
He looked surprised. “Why not?”
“Because he told us the rules.”
“Different rules.”
“No. Same rules. Different assumptions.”
“That is worse.”
“Possibly.”
He stopped near the water. “If Marek had been a deputy minister, they would have approved him.”
“Yes.”
“Irv got fired for doing manually what Bell's department does routinely.”
“For trusted clients.”
He looked at me. “Trusted.”
“Yes.”
“Meaning important.”
“Meaning known.”
“Same thing often enough.”
A duck approached us. Henry looked at it. “We don't have bread.”
The duck remained optimistic. “Perhaps it has been conditioned by subsidies,” I said.
Henry almost smiled. Then his expression became serious again. “Do you know what bothers me?”
“There are many candidates.”
“The people inside know.”
“Know what?”
“That the crown is in trouble.”
“Yes.”
“That the controls will tighten.”
“Probably.”
“And they're buying Bitcoin.”
“Yes.”
“Privately.”
“Yes.”
“While telling everyone else the currency is stable.”
“Yes.”
He looked across the park. “The Reserve Bank says confidence is essential.”
“Confidence usually is when you don't have anything else.”
He looked at me. “That sounds like Harry.”
“I've been exposed.”
He resumed walking. “They're leaving the ship.”
“Some are.”
“But telling passengers to stay seated.”
I thought about that. “Maybe they're only putting on life jackets.”
“Same problem.”
We walked another twenty metres. Then Henry stopped again. “If we sell the house, we need to move quickly.”
I said nothing. This required care. “You agree?”
“I didn't say that.”
“You said if.”
“Yes.”
“That's new.”
“I know.”
We continued walking. Perhaps twenty seconds passed. Then he said: “Call an estate agent.”
I did not react immediately. Marriage teaches you that certain sentences frighten easily. “Today?”
“Yes.”
“Are you sure?”
“No.”
That made me smile. “Good.”
“Why good?”
“Because lately the people who are completely sure worry me.”
The estate agent arrived the following afternoon. Her name was Marianne Keller. She wore white trousers, carried a leather folder, and admired our front hall with professional enthusiasm. “Oh, this is lovely.”
The wallpaper had been there since Harry was ten. I had been trying to remove it mentally for twelve years. “Really?”
“Character.”
That word added twenty thousand crowns. She walked into the sitting room. “Original floors.”
“Old floors,” Henry said.
“Original.”
She opened the garden doors. “Oh.”
Another expensive word. The garden was large by Westbridge standards. Large trees. Mature hedge. Enough lawn for three boys to have destroyed repeatedly while growing up.
Beyond the houses behind us, the tops of the park trees were visible. “Exceptional plot.”
Henry looked at me. I knew what he was thinking. Fifteen Bitcoin.
We continued. Kitchen. “Needs updating.”
Finally. Someone with authority. Henry frowned. “It functions.”
Marianne smiled. “Buyers enjoy making things their own.”
Translation: awful.
Upstairs. Five bedrooms, although one had spent most of its existence being called the box room.
Basement. Irv and Maddy had cleaned before the visit. The converted apartment impressed her more than I expected. “Independent access?”
“Yes.”
“Kitchen?”
“Small.”
“Bathroom?”
“Yes.”
“This is very valuable.”
Henry looked suspicious again. “Why?”
“Multigenerational living. Rental income. Home office. Adult children.”
“We've tested the adult children configuration.” She laughed. Irv did not hear this. Probably fortunate.
We returned to the kitchen. Marianne opened her folder. “I've looked at recent comparable sales.”
Sophie appeared quietly from the hallway. She had claimed she was not going to interfere. Architects apparently define interference spatially. Marianne gave us a range. The bottom was higher than Sophie's estimate.
Henry blinked. “The bottom?”
“Yes.”
“And asking price?”
She gave another number. I converted it mentally. Not because I had become Harry. Because fifteen Bitcoin had become a unit of house. Henry did the same calculation. I could tell. “How quickly?” he asked.
“If priced correctly?”
“Yes.”
“Very quickly.”
“How quickly is very?”
“I have three clients who would want to see this before it officially hits the market.”
Henry stared. “Three?”
“Possibly more.”
“Why?”
Marianne smiled. “Because nobody sells here.”
That was true. People bought Westbridge houses and remained until death, divorce, or catastrophic interior-decoration disagreement.
“The park,” she continued. “Transport. Large plots. Schools. And planning restrictions mean almost no new detached housing can be built nearby.”
Sophie looked at me. The government had accidentally improved our escape fund by preventing anyone else building houses. The hallmark of government struck again. Break housing supply. Use the resulting prices as proof more intervention was needed. I almost mentioned it. Did not. Growth.
“Would buyers need mortgages?” Henry asked.
“Some. But at this price point I have cash buyers.”
“Cash?”
“Yes.”
“Who keeps that much cash?”
Marianne smiled politely. “Wealthy people.”
Henry looked unconvinced by the economic explanation. “Why would someone want to hold a house now?”
She tilted her head. “Why do you?”
Good question. He looked around. “It's real.”
“Exactly.”
There it was. The buyer would be doing the opposite of us. He wanted out of crowns and into bricks. We wanted out of bricks and into Bitcoin. Everyone was escaping the same currency through different doors.
The first buyer came the next morning. Before the house was officially listed. His name was Viktor Saran. Early sixties. Manufacturing business. Quiet. No children with him. No wife. No discussion of mortgage affordability.
He walked through the house once. Garden twice. Asked about roof, heating, taxes, and basement access. Then stood in the kitchen. “Would you require delayed possession?”
Henry looked at me. “How delayed?”
“Three weeks after completion.”
“Why?”
“My current lease ends next month.”
Henry blinked. “You rent?”
“Temporarily.”
Of course. Everything in Ardania was temporary except temporary things.
Saran looked at Marianne. “I can complete quickly.”
“How quickly?” Henry asked.
“Ten working days, assuming title clear.”
“Cash?”
“Yes.”
Henry tried not to look surprised. Failed.
Saran glanced around the kitchen. “I'd renovate.”
I liked him immediately. Henry did not. “What's wrong with it?”
Saran looked uncertain. Marianne intervened. “Everyone has personal taste.”
Coward. We moved to the sitting room. Saran made an offer. Above Marianne's recommended asking price. Not dramatically. Enough. Henry read the number. Then read it again. “Why?”
Saran looked puzzled. “Why what?”
“Above asking.”
“I don't want a bidding process.”
“You haven't seen other bidders.”
“I don't want to.”
Henry looked at Marianne. She gave the smallest possible nod. Good. Serious. Cash. Quick completion. Three-week rent-back. It was almost offensively convenient.
I began to distrust it. Perhaps I had become Henry. “We need time,” he said.
Saran nodded. “How much?”
“One day.”
“Fine.” He stood.
At the door, Henry asked: “Mr. Saran.”
“Yes?”
“Why property?”
Saran looked back towards the house. “Because I understand buildings.”
“And crowns?”
His expression changed. “I understand those too.”
That was all he said. It was enough.
After they left, the five of us sat around the kitchen table. Henry. Me. Sophie. Irv. Malcolm.
Maddy was at work. Harry appeared on Sophie's laptop from Costa Verde. Our first international family property meeting. “This is insane,” Harry said.
Henry pointed at the screen. “You said fifteen.”
“I didn't say sell above asking in twenty-four hours.”
Malcolm looked at the offer. “How many Bitcoin?”
Henry said, “We are not measuring the house in Bitcoin.”
Everyone looked at him. He sighed. “Approximately fifteen.”
Progress. Harry smiled. “Depending on settlement date.”
“No price commentary.”
“I wasn't...”
“No Power Law.”
“I didn't say anything.”
“Your face did.”
Sophie laughed. Harry looked betrayed. “This family has become hostile to mathematics.”
Malcolm leaned closer to the screen. “So Saran buys the house because he doesn't want crowns.”
“Yes,” Irv said.
“We sell the house because we don't want crowns.”
“Yes.”
“And in between we briefly receive a huge pile of crowns nobody wants.”
“Correct.”
Malcolm nodded. “Financial system working perfectly.”
Even Henry laughed. I looked at Henry. I could feel him moving towards the decision before he said it. Not eagerly. Henry did almost nothing eagerly except complain about transaction fees.
He looked around the kitchen. Walls. Cupboards. Table. The scratch near the doorway where Irv had driven a toy truck into the plaster when he was five. Pencil marks inside the pantry door recording the boys' heights. My mother's old cabinet. My father's garden beyond the window. Sixty years, my parents, our children, Christmases, arguments, illness, birthdays, and Sunday lunches. A whole life contained in rooms.
I knew what Henry was seeing because I was seeing it too. Selling a house is very easy if it is real estate. Harder when it is evidence. Harry's voice came through the laptop. “Dad?”
Henry looked at the screen. “What?”
“You don't have to.” That surprised everyone. Harry continued. “I want you out. But I don't want you selling Mom's family home because I told you Bitcoin is better.”
“It isn't because of Bitcoin.”
“Good.”
“It's because the government has made staying more dangerous than leaving.”
Silence. That was it. The real decision. Not fifteen Bitcoin. Not five-Bitcoin houses. Not Power Laws. Risk.
Henry looked at me. “What do you think?”
The ridiculous man. Thirty-six years and he still occasionally asked questions whose answer he already knew. “I think my parents bought this house to give their family security.” He waited. “If selling it gives the family security now, I don't think they'd object.”
His eyes changed. Mine probably did too. Malcolm looked away. For once, no joke. I continued. “I don't want to leave it.”
“Neither do I.”
“But I want to leave Ardania more.”
There. My turn. Henry reached for my hand. “Then we sell.”
Nobody cheered. That would have been wrong. Sophie squeezed my other hand. Harry remained quiet on the screen. Irv looked towards the basement stairs. Perhaps thinking of Maddy. Malcolm stared at the offer. Finally he said: “So we're homeless.”
Henry looked at him. “We have three weeks after completion.”
“Temporarily homeless.”
“Yes.”
Malcolm smiled. “Good. I was worried.”
That broke it. We laughed. All of us. Even Henry. Especially Henry. Because perhaps after months of temporary restrictions, protective pauses, integrity reviews, suspended jobs, and disappearing pensions, there was something satisfying about finally choosing a temporary condition ourselves.
Henry signed the offer. The house was sold subject to contract. Fifteen Bitcoin existed only as arithmetic. For now. But the arithmetic had become a plan. And for the first time since Harry left, our family was no longer merely waiting to see what Ardania would do to us next. We had done something first.
Chapter Fifteen
Fifteen Bitcoin
For sixty years, the Vale house had been worth whatever a house was worth. On Friday morning, at ten fourteen, it became 1,687,400 crowns. I know the exact time because I was looking at my telephone when the message arrived.
PROPERTY SETTLEMENT COMPLETE
FUNDS AVAILABLE
I stared at the number. Then showed Helen. She stared too. “Is that ours?”
“Yes.”
“All of it?”
“Until taxes, fees, and Bitcoin.”
“That is an alarming way to say yes.”
We were sitting in the kitchen. Our kitchen for another twenty-one days. The sale had completed without drama, which immediately made me suspicious.
Saran's solicitor had transferred the funds. The notary had confirmed title. The bank had confirmed settlement. Everything had worked exactly as people once expected institutions to work. This felt increasingly unnatural.
Helen sat beside me. “So we have nearly one point seven million crowns.”
“Yes.”
“Have we ever had that much money?”
“No.”
“Do you feel rich?”
I looked at the banking app. “No.”
“Neither do I.”
For thirty years, I had believed a large bank balance represented security. Now the number looked like something left unattended beside a road. We had more crowns than we had ever possessed and I wanted to get rid of them as quickly as possible. Harry would have been unbearable. Fortunately, he was seven thousand kilometres away.
My telephone rang. Mr. Bell. I answered immediately. “Henry?”
“Yes.”
“Settlement arrived.”
“I know.”
“Good. We have your OTC order ready.”
“What price?”
He gave me the current Bitcoin quote. I had checked five minutes earlier. His price was higher. “That moved.”
“Bitcoin does that.”
“It moved while we were speaking.”
“Yes.”
“How much?”
“Approximately fourteen point nine Bitcoin after fees at the current quote.”
I looked at Helen. “Fourteen point nine.”
She mouthed: Fine.
It was not fine. Yesterday we had been closer to fifteen point one. I had begun measuring our house in fractions of Bitcoin. This was Harry's fault. “Can you execute now?” I asked.
“We need final compliance release.”
“You said we were pre-cleared.”
“We are.”
“Then why final release?”
“Because pre-cleared transactions still receive transaction-level screening.”
“What was the point of pre-clearance?”
“To make final screening easier.”
I closed my eyes. Ministry logic survived outside the ministry. “How long?”
“Usually minutes.”
“Usually.”
“Yes.”
I looked at the clock. Ten seventeen. “Call me when it clears.”
“Of course.”
The line went dead. Helen watched me. “Well?”
“Minutes.”
“Good.”
“Yes.”
Neither of us moved.
At ten thirty-one, the money was still crowns. At ten forty-five, still crowns. At eleven, still crowns. Bitcoin had risen another one point three percent. I discovered this because I checked every forty seconds.
Helen noticed. “You've become Harry.”
“No.”
“You're looking at the price again.”
“I need to know.”
“Why?”
“Because every time it rises, we buy less.”
“And every time it falls?”
“We buy more.”
“Then wait for it to fall.”
“That isn't how this works.”
“How does it work?”
“We execute when compliance clears.”
“Then the price doesn't matter until compliance clears.”
“That is technically correct.”
“Good.”
“But emotionally useless.”
She smiled. “You've definitely become Harry.”
At eleven twelve, Bell called. His voice was different. Not bad. Professional. Which was worse. “Henry, we've had a compliance escalation.”
I stood. Helen stopped smiling. “What escalation?”
“The transaction was flagged after the final cross-system review.”
“For what?”
“Departure association.”
“We don't have a departure application.”
“You don't.”
“Then...”
“Sophie Laurent does.”
I looked at Helen. Her face changed. “And Harry lives in Costa Verde,” Bell continued.
“Yes.”
“The system has linked your household address to an active permanent-departure case and an immediate family member already resident in a high-mobility jurisdiction.”
“The same facts existed when you pre-cleared us.”
“Yes.”
“The system didn't know?”
“The system knew. The final transaction generated the combination.”
“What combination?”
“Property disposal, large digital-asset purchase, family emigration connection.”
There it was. The exact sequence Phase Three had taught us to fear. Sell property. Buy Bitcoin. Family abroad. Risk. “But you cleared the property source.”
“Yes.”
“You know exactly where the money came from.”
“Yes.”
“We've paid every tax.”
“Yes.”
“Bitcoin purchase is legal.”
“Yes.”
“Self-custody is legal.”
“Yes.”
“Then what's wrong?”
“Nothing necessarily.”
I nearly threw the telephone. “Bell.”
“I know.”
“What happens now?”
“National Financial Integrity has placed a hold on execution.”
“For how long?”
“No fixed...”
“Don't.”
He stopped. Helen was staring at me. “How long?”
“I don't know.”
“What does that mean for the order?”
“No execution until release.”
“And the money?”
“Remains in your settlement account.”
“In crowns.”
“Yes.”
Bitcoin had risen another half percent while we spoke. I looked at the screen. 1,687,400 crowns. Yesterday, I would have called that a fortune. Now it looked radioactive. “You said this could be done.”
“It can.”
“Apparently not.”
“I am working on it.”
“What are you going to do?”
“I need to make some calls.”
“To whom?”
“People who know your profile.”
That sentence troubled me. “What does that mean?”
“Henry, let me do this.”
“Would you do this for…” I stopped. Marek. The businessman Irv had tried to help.
Bell knew what I was thinking. Perhaps that was why he answered the unasked question. “This is not the same file.”
“No.”
“It feels remarkably similar.”
Silence. “I'll call you.” He hung up.
“What happened?” Helen asked.
“They blocked it.”
All colour seemed to leave her face. “Blocked?”
“Flagged.”
“That sounds like blocked in a tie.”
I sat down. “Property sale. Harry abroad. Sophie's application.”
“They knew all that.”
“I know.”
“So what now?”
“Bell makes calls.”
“To whom?”
“I don't know.”
“And if he can't fix it?”
I looked around the kitchen. The room had been ours yesterday. Today it belonged to Saran, although we retained the right to live in it for three weeks.
Our house was gone. The replacement was 1.687 million crowns sitting inside a system increasingly designed to stop those crowns becoming anything else. For the first time, I understood what we had actually risked. We had exchanged a real asset for a permission. Permission to use the sale proceeds. Permission to buy Bitcoin. Permission to withdraw. Bell had assured us the path existed. Now we were halfway across it and somebody had removed the bridge. “I don't know,” I said.
Helen stood. “Coffee.”
“I don't want coffee.”
“Neither do I.”
She made it anyway. That was fear in our marriage. Coffee no one wanted.
At eleven forty, Malcolm came home. He was supposed to be at university. “I have afternoon lectures.”
“What happened?” I asked.
“Cancelled.”
“Why?”
“Faculty meeting.”
“What about?”
“National Service curriculum integration.”
I didn't have enough emotional capacity. “Later.”
He looked at us. “What happened?”
“The Bitcoin purchase is blocked,” Helen said.
His face immediately became serious. “All of it?”
“Transaction hold.”
“Why?”
“Because Harry left and Sophie wants to.”
Malcolm nodded. “Obviously.”
“Obviously?”
“Dad, you've spent your breath explaining that the government considers leaving suspicious.”
“I have not spent my breath doing anything.”
He looked at me strangely. “Figure of speech.”
Helen gave me coffee. “Your father is becoming Harry.”
“I am not.”
Malcolm looked at my phone. Bitcoin chart open. He looked at me. Then at Mom. “Completely.”
I closed the application. “Bell, our banker, is trying to clear it.”
“Can we split the purchase?”
“No.”
“Different exchanges?”
“No.”
“Withdraw crowns?”
“No.”
“You know what would solve this?”
“If you say Bitcoin, leave.”
“I was going to say moving faster.”
“Leave.”
He went to the refrigerator.
At twelve fifteen, Bitcoin rose through another round number. I had never previously cared about Bitcoin round numbers. Now I hated them personally. Every increase translated into less Bitcoin for our house.
I began calculating. If price rose another five percent, we would lose approximately three quarters of a Bitcoin relative to the valuation Sophie had first shown us. Lose was not technically correct. We never owned it. This distinction did not improve my mood.
At twelve twenty-three, Harry called. “How's settlement?”
Helen had apparently messaged him. “Blocked.”
Silence. Then: “What?”
I explained. “Departure-linked risk.”
“Yes.”
“That's Phase Three.”
“I know.”
“Bell said pre-cleared.”
“I know.”
“Can he escalate?”
“He is.”
“Dad, don't move the funds anywhere else.”
“I wasn't planning to.”
“Don't try multiple exchanges.”
“Malcolm already suggested it.”
“He would.”
“Anything else?”
“Yes.”
“I'm already irritated.”
“Stop watching the Bitcoin price.”
I stared at the phone. “How do you know?”
“Because I know you.”
“I have checked occasionally.”
“How often?”
“That is not relevant.”
“Dad.”
“It's gone up three percent.”
Harry laughed. I nearly hung up. “This is not funny.”
“It is a little.”
“Three percent on one point seven million crowns is not funny.”
“You're measuring lost sats.”
“I don't know what a sat is.”
“You absolutely do.”
“I refuse the terminology.”
“Welcome.”
“To what?”
“Bitcoin.”
“I hate Bitcoin.”
“No, you hate fiat settlement risk.”
“Goodbye, Harry.”
“Dad...”
I hung up. Helen was smiling. “Traitor.”
“What?”
“You're enjoying this.”
“A little.”
At twelve forty-eight, Bell called again. “I'm in Central Compliance.”
“What does that mean?”
“It means I'm not in my office.”
“That isn't helpful.”
“I've spoken with the regional director and Financial Integrity.”
“And?”
“They want confirmation you have no current intention to establish foreign residence.”
I looked at Helen. “Define current.”
“Henry.”
“No, I'm serious.”
“So are they.”
“If I say we have no current departure application, that's true.”
“Yes.”
“If they ask whether I intend eventually to leave Ardania...”
“Don't volunteer information that wasn't requested.”
I became quiet. Bell's tone had changed. This was no longer ordinary banking advice. It was navigation. “What exactly are they asking me to confirm?”
“That the Bitcoin acquisition is a domestic portfolio diversification from documented property proceeds and is not being executed as part of an active permanent-relocation transaction.”
I repeated it. “Active.”
“Yes.”
We had no departure application. No tickets. No foreign residency. No utility closure. We were still legally residing in Ardania. The sentence was true. Perhaps designed to remain true while avoiding the more interesting truth. “And then?”
“They may release the purchase.”
“May.”
“Yes.”
“What about withdrawal?”
“Separate review.”
Of course. “Bell.”
“Yes?”
“You knew this could happen.”
“I knew it was possible.”
“You didn't tell me it was likely.”
“I didn't think it was.”
“What changed?”
“Volumes.”
“What volumes?”
He hesitated. “Property-linked Bitcoin transactions.”
I sat straighter. “How many?”
“I can't tell you.”
“Government officials again?”
“I can't tell you.”
“That means yes.”
“It means I can't tell you.”
“Are people getting out of crowns?”
Another pause. “Henry, the OTC desk is very busy.”
That was answer enough. The people publicly defending the currency were privately competing with me to escape it.
“Send me the declaration.”
“Already sent.”
I opened my email. There it was. DOMESTIC ASSET REALLOCATION ATTESTATION
I read each sentence. No false statement. No active foreign-residency process. No current one-way travel booking. Funds from domestic property disposal. Bitcoin to be held as personal investment.
I signed. Helen watched. “Is that true?”
“Yes.”
“All of it?”
“Yes.”
“Even the investment part?”
“What else is Bitcoin?”
She smiled. “Ask Harry.”
“No.”
I sent it.
At one twenty-seven, Bell called. “Released.”
For a second, I did not understand. “What?”
“Compliance has released the purchase.”
Helen stood. I stood too. Neither movement achieved anything. “Execute.”
“Henry, price is...”
“Execute.”
“I need verbal confirmation of the quote.”
He gave it. Higher again. Fourteen point eight six BTC after transaction costs. Yesterday I would have argued.
Now: “Yes.”
“Confirm?”
“Yes.”
“Final?”
“Yes.”
“Executing.”
Silence. I could hear keyboard clicks. I disliked that our family's financial future sounded like someone entering a restaurant booking.
Then: “Filled.”
I sat down. Helen grabbed my shoulder.
“How much?”
“Fourteen point eight six two Bitcoin.”
“Is that good?”
“No.”
Bell laughed softly. “It is approximately one point seven million crowns of Bitcoin, Henry.”
“I know.”
“Then good is relative.”
I breathed. The crowns were gone. At least, mostly. A small residue remained for fees and expenses.
The house had become Bitcoin. Not yet ours in the way Harry meant. The coins sat with the licensed custodian. But the price risk had stopped. I looked at the Bitcoin chart. It immediately fell one percent. I stared. Helen leaned over. “What?”
“It fell.”
“You wanted it to fall all morning.”
“Before we bought.”
She considered this. “So now you want it to rise.”
“Yes.”
“You really have become Harry.”
“I regret involving you in this process.”
At two twelve, we initiated withdrawal. Destination wallet: not yet available. That was a problem. Bell called. “You need to provide a self-custody address.”
“Yes.”
“Do you have one?”
“Harry has one.”
“Are you withdrawing to Harry?”
I hesitated. That had been our original fallback. But the more I thought about it, the less I liked turning the proceeds of Helen's parents' home into coins controlled by our son seven thousand kilometres away. Not because I distrusted Harry. Because I had spent thirty years learning the difference between ownership and confidence. I wanted our own keys.
“No,” I said. “We'll use our own wallet.”
“Good.”
“How long do I have?”
“Withdrawal request won't start review until you supply the address.”
“So the clock hasn't started.”
“No.”
“Excellent.” It was not excellent.
I hung up. Then shouted: “Malcolm!”
He appeared from the hallway. “You don't need to shout. I was three metres away.”
“We need a Bitcoin wallet.”
His face lit up. “Oh, this is an historic day.”
“No speeches.”
“Hardware wallet?”
“Yes.”
“Do we have one?”
“No.”
“You bought fifteen Bitcoin before buying a wallet?”
“I did not know the purchase would clear today.”
“You sold the house.”
“Malcolm.”
“Right.”
Sophie came downstairs. “I have one.”
We looked at her. “A hardware wallet?”
“Spare. Harry bought two before he left.”
Of course he did. “Why?”
“Because he is Harry.”
Fair. She brought down a small box. I looked at it. “That holds fifteen Bitcoin?”
“No.”
“I know that.”
“Do you?”
“Yes.”
Malcolm smiled. “Good start.”
Setting up the wallet took forty-seven minutes. It should have taken ten. The additional thirty-seven were caused by me. This was not my interpretation. It was the family consensus.
We used a clean laptop. Verified the device. Generated a new wallet. Then twelve words appeared. Malcolm immediately turned the laptop away from the window.
“Phones out.”
“What?”
“No cameras. No phones. No cloud.”
Helen put hers on the counter. I did the same. Sophie left hers in the hallway. Malcolm looked around. “Dad's government phone?”
“Off.”
“Where?”
“Drawer upstairs.”
“Good.”
I looked at him. “You've become very authoritarian about privacy.”
“Freedom requires procedures.”
“That sounds like the ministry.”
“Don't insult me.”
The twelve words appeared. Ordinary words. No numbers. No symbols. Nothing sophisticated. I read them. “That's it?”
“That’s it,” Malcolm said.
“Our house is going into those?”
“Not exactly.”
“Don't start.”
“We need to write them down temporarily.”
I looked at him. “You said nothing physical.”
“For the eventual crossing. While learning, we need a secure backup.”
“Where do we keep it?”
“For now, locked.”
“And later?”
“Once enough of us have memorized it, we can decide whether to destroy the physical copy before leaving.”
Helen looked at the twelve words. “You expect me to memorize those?”
“Yes.”
“I've spent twenty years forgetting why I walked into rooms.”
“You'll learn.”
She read the first four. Then stopped. “Why these words?”
“Random.”
“They don't form a sentence.”
“That's the point.”
“It would be easier if they did.”
“It would be less secure.”
She looked at me. “This is your son's world.”
“Apparently.”
We copied the words by hand. One temporary sheet of paper. No photograph. No computer file. No email. No helpful government portal.
Then Malcolm began testing us. “Word one?”
I answered. Correct. “Word six?”
Helen answered. Wrong. “That was seven.”
“They're adjacent.”
“That isn't how cryptography works.”
“Then cryptography should be more accommodating to old people.”
Malcolm smiled. “Again.”
We spent twenty minutes. Helen improved. I did not. “Word nine?” Malcolm asked.
I answered. “No. That is word ten.”
“I knew that.”
“You didn't.”
“I was checking whether you knew.”
“You’re lying.”
“I am your father.”
“Not an argument.”
Sophie stood in the doorway trying not to laugh.
“What?”
“Nothing.”
“Everyone says nothing.”
“It's becoming a family value.”
Eventually Malcolm could recite all twelve. Forward. Backward. Random positions.
Helen looked offended. “How?”
“I have a functioning brain.”
“Enjoy it while it lasts.”
I tried again. Got ten of twelve. “Not good enough,” Malcolm said.
“I was one off.”
“Twice.”
“I know the words.”
“You know a cloud of approximately twelve words.”
“That should count.”
“It absolutely does not.”
Helen looked at me. “If this is the future of money, I understand why banks were invented.”
At three seventeen, we generated the receiving address. Bell required: wallet ownership declaration; address confirmation; test transaction acknowledgement.
He sent a small test amount first. We waited. A few minutes later, Malcolm pointed. “There.”
A tiny amount of Bitcoin appeared. I stared at the screen. “That came from the exchange?”
“Yes.”
“Into this?”
“Yes.”
“Our wallet?”
“Yes.”
“Without anyone approving it?”
“The bank approved sending it.”
“I mean after.”
“No.”
I looked at the device. For the first time, I understood self-custody not as Harry's hobby but as a change in relationship. The bank had sent something. Now the bank could no longer reverse it. No settlement department. No integrity review. No administrative leave. No pension clause. Possession, in a digital form I had spent months insisting did not feel like possession.
Bell called. “Test confirmed?”
“Yes.”
“Then I can submit the full withdrawal.”
“Do it.”
“Henry, this will trigger the mandatory seventy-two-hour security hold.”
My relief disappeared. “I thought compliance cleared us.”
“For the purchase.”
“This is the same Bitcoin.”
“Yes.”
“Same customer.”
“Yes.”
“Same source.”
“Yes.”
“Same day.”
“Yes.”
“So why another review?”
“Self-custody withdrawal.”
I closed my eyes. “Seventy-two hours.”
“Minimum.”
I opened them. “Minimum?”
“The standard hold is seventy-two. Additional review can extend.”
“For how long?”
“Henry.”
“Right.”
Temporary without a clock. “Submit it.” He did.
The next seventy-two hours were educational. I learned that Bitcoin trades continuously. This seemed unnecessary. Banks close for weekends because civilisation requires boundaries. Bitcoin had none. Saturday morning it rose four percent. By lunch, another two.
I calculated what our fourteen point eight six Bitcoin would have cost if the bank had delayed the purchase rather than merely the withdrawal. Then I calculated what it was now worth. Then how much the Costa Verde house would cost in Bitcoin if the price continued. Then how much ten Bitcoin might be worth in five years.
I did not use the Power Law. I had standards. Malcolm caught me looking at a chart. “What are you doing?”
“Nothing.”
“That is a logarithmic chart.”
“I know.”
“You searched Bitcoin Power Law.”
“I was investigating.”
He shouted towards the kitchen: “Mom!”
I grabbed his arm. “Don't.”
Helen appeared. “What?”
“Dad is reading about the Power Law.”
“I am not.”
The laptop remained open. Evidence was regrettably clear. Helen leaned over. “Oh, the coloured lines.”
“You've seen this?”
“Harry showed me.”
“What does the top one mean?”
Malcolm smiled. “Potential future...”
“No,” I said.
Helen looked at me.
“You asked.”
“I withdraw the question.”
“Can questions be withdrawn to self-custody?” Malcolm asked.
I left the room.
Sunday afternoon, Bell called. My heart jumped. That annoyed me. “Anything?”
“Still under hold.”
“Why are you calling?”
“To tell you an additional review was added.”
My stomach tightened. “For what?”
“Security correlation.”
“What correlation?”
“The wallet destination is new.”
“Of course it's new. We just created it.”
“I know.”
“And that is suspicious?”
“New high-value self-custody address.”
“You sent the test transaction.”
“Yes.”
“Why send a test to a suspicious address?”
“It wasn't suspicious until the full amount was submitted.”
I pressed my fingers against my forehead. Helen saw my face from across the room. “What?”
I held up a hand. “What does the review require?”
“Manual approval.”
“Who?”
“Central Digital Assets.”
“The same people who approved the purchase?”
“Different team.”
“Of course.”
“How long?”
“They're staffed Monday.”
I stared at the wall. “Bitcoin works on Sunday.”
“Yes.”
“The bank doesn't.”
“No.”
“So the revolutionary twenty-four-hour financial network is waiting for someone to come back from the weekend.”
Bell laughed. “I wouldn't phrase it that way.”
“I'm beginning to enjoy phrasing things that way.”
“Monday morning.”
He hung up. Helen asked: “Well?”
“Bitcoin never sleeps.”
“That sounds good.”
“Bankers do.”
“Also good.”
“Not currently.”
Monday at nine twenty-one, Bitcoin rose again. At nine forty, nothing. Ten fifteen. Nothing. Eleven. Nothing. I called Bell. No answer. At eleven twelve, he called me. “Henry.”
“Yes.”
“Central Compliance wants to speak with you directly.”
My stomach dropped. “Why?”
“Routine confirmation.”
“That phrase has ruined my life once already.”
“I know.”
A second voice joined. Female. “Mr. Vale, this is Elena Maric, Central Digital Asset Compliance.”
“Good morning.”
“We are conducting final verification regarding withdrawal request DA-77103.”
“Yes.”
“You understand that transfer to self-custody removes the assets from regulated custodial control.”
“Yes.”
“You accept sole responsibility for safekeeping private credentials.”
“Yes.”
“You understand loss of recovery information may result in permanent loss.”
“Yes.”
“You understand the bank cannot reverse blockchain settlement.”
“Yes.”
“You confirm the destination wallet is controlled by you and your spouse.”
“Yes.”
“You confirm no third party has instructed or coerced you to make the withdrawal.”
I almost laughed. “No.”
“You are not transferring funds on behalf of your son Harold Vale?”
“No.”
“You are not acting as nominee for any person resident in Costa Verde?”
“No.”
“You are not currently undertaking permanent relocation?”
“No.”
All true. She paused. “Thank you.”
“Is that it?”
“One moment.”
Silence. I looked at Helen. She was standing beside me, holding my arm. Malcolm watched from the table. Sophie had stopped pretending to work.
The line clicked. Elena returned. “Your withdrawal has been approved.”
No one moved. “Approved?”
“Yes.”
“When will it send?”
“The custodian will broadcast shortly.”
“How shortly?”
“Within thirty minutes.”
“Can it still be stopped?”
“Once broadcast, no.”
That was the best sentence I had heard in months. “Thank you.”
The call ended. Malcolm opened the wallet application. We waited. Five minutes. Ten. Fourteen. Nothing.
At eighteen minutes, a transaction appeared. UNCONFIRMED. Fourteen point eight six Bitcoin.
Nobody spoke. I stared. “Is that it?”
“Yes,” Malcolm whispered.
“It says unconfirmed.”
“Network needs to confirm.”
“How long?”
“Usually around ten minutes per block, but variable.”
“Usually.”
He smiled. “You're learning.”
“Can the bank cancel now?”
“No.”
“Government?”
“No.”
“Exchange?”
“No.”
“Anybody?”
“Not without the keys.”
I looked at Helen. She looked at me. The transaction received one confirmation. Then two. By the third, Malcolm leaned back. “Done.”
“Done how?”
“Enough for us.”
The screen showed the balance. 14.862 BTC.
The house where Helen had grown up. The garden where our boys had played. The walls we'd painted, repaired, and complained about. Sixty years of family property. Now represented by a number on a wallet only we controlled.
It felt impossible. Helen sat down. “So that's it?”
“Yes.”
“We own fifteen Bitcoin.”
“Fourteen point eight six.”
She looked at me. “Do not become that man.”
“What man?”
“The man who corrects his wife by fourteen hundredths of a Bitcoin.”
“At current prices, fourteen hundredths is...”
She held up a hand. “Choose marriage.”
I chose marriage. “Fifteen.”
“Thank you.”
Relief arrived strangely. Not cheering. Not champagne. Nobody knew what to do. We had spent days terrified the transaction would fail. Now it had succeeded and the kitchen remained the kitchen.
Malcolm finally said: “We should celebrate.”
“With what?” I asked.
“Champagne.”
“We drank the engagement champagne.”
“Buy more.”
“With what?”
“Crowns.”
I looked at him. He smiled. “You still have some.”
“Not many.”
“That is now the point.”
Helen laughed. Then Sophie. Then me. Five minutes later, Malcolm returned from the corner shop with sparkling wine. Not champagne. Tariffs had made champagne ridiculous.
He placed it on the table. “Domestic resilience wine.”
Helen read the label. “This costs nine hundred crowns?”
“Imported cork.”
“Of course.”
We opened it. It was mediocre. Freedom tasted better.
After one glass, Malcolm returned to the seed phrase. “We need everyone solid.”
Helen groaned. “Not tonight.”
“Especially tonight. You now have fifteen Bitcoin.”
“Fourteen point...”
She looked at me. “Fifteen.” Good.
Malcolm removed the temporary written copy from the locked envelope. “Word three?”
Helen answered correctly. “Eight?” Correct. “Eleven?” She hesitated. Then got it. He looked impressed.
“Dad.”
“Yes.”
“Word five?”
I answered. Wrong. Helen laughed. “You worked thirty years at the Ministry of Finance.”
“This has nothing to do with finance.”
“Apparently.”
“Again.”
He asked. I failed another. “This is ridiculous.”
“Twelve words.”
“I memorised tax legislation.”
“Maybe the tax legislation rhymed.”
“It did not.”
“Could explain the problem.”
Sophie sat opposite us. “Try making a story.”
“A story?”
“Link the words mentally.”
Malcolm objected. “Don't say the actual words aloud while constructing it.”
I looked at him. “How do I make a story without saying the words?”
“In your head.”
“I am fifty eight years old. I prefer external processing.”
Helen pointed at him. “That's his government training.”
Eventually I managed all twelve. Malcolm tested random positions. Correct. Backward. Less correct. “Why would I ever need them backward?”
“You won't.”
“Then why test it?”
“Stress.”
“I have enough.”
Helen reached twelve faster than I did. This became competitive. By nine o'clock she could answer any position. So could Malcolm. Sophie already knew Harry's wallet seed, not ours, and deliberately declined to memorise ours. “Separation of risk,” she said.
I approved. Malcolm stared. “Dad likes operational security now.”
“I always liked security.”
“No. You liked government security.”
“Go to bed.”
At seven twelve the next morning, my telephone buzzed. I was in the kitchen. Helen was making coffee. Malcolm was still asleep. The news alert filled the screen. GOVERNMENT ANNOUNCES EMERGENCY DIGITAL ASSET PRESERVATION MEASURES
I opened it. Then stopped breathing. Effective immediately: withdrawals of cryptocurrency from licensed custodians exceeding 25,000 crowns would require National Interest Review.
Previously, the threshold for enhanced review had been one hundred thousand. Now twenty-five. Large self-custody withdrawals associated with property sales, business liquidations, or foreign family connections would be automatically deferred pending assessment. No statutory review period was specified.
Helen watched me. “What?”
I handed her the phone. She read. Then looked at me. “When does it start?”
“Immediately.”
“Our transfer?”
“Yesterday.”
“Could they take it back?”
“No.”
“You're sure?”
“Yes.”
She read again. “If we'd been one day later?”
I looked at the wallet balance. Fourteen point eight six Bitcoin. Outside the banking system. Outside the new rule. One day earlier, the seventy-two-hour hold had felt intolerable. Now it looked like extraordinary luck.
“That banker knew,” Helen said.
“Bell?”
“He warned us.”
“I don't think he knew the date.”
“But he knew something was coming.”
“Maybe.”
“Do the ministry people know?”
I thought of Bell's comment. People from your building suddenly believing in diversification. Reserve Bank officials. Regulators. Parliamentary committees. The people tightening the exit doors had quietly stepped through before closing them further.
I felt angry. Then something else. Relief. Profound, physical relief. For once, the rule had changed after we moved rather than before.
Helen put the phone down. “Wake Malcolm.”
“Why?”
“We need to practice the words.”
“He'll be delighted.”
“No one should be delighted at seven fifteen.”
I went upstairs. Malcolm's door was closed. I knocked. Nothing. I knocked again. “What?”
“Seed phrase.”
Silence. Then: “Are we being raided?”
“No.”
“Then go away.”
“New restrictions.”
The door opened. His hair pointed in several directions. “What restrictions?”
I explained. He became fully awake. “We got through?”
“Yes.”
“By how much?”
“Hours.”
He smiled. “Nice.”
“This is not nice.”
“It is for us.”
“That is exactly the problem.”
He understood. The smile faded. People behind us would not get through. Marek might not. Mrs. Solberg's son might someday face another rule. Thousands of ordinary people whose behaviour looked exactly like ours but whose names did not open private-banking doors would now enter National Interest Review.
Our victory was partly evidence of their trap. Then Malcolm yawned. “Can we discuss inequality after breakfast?”
“Yes.”
He began closing the door. “Word six?” He stopped. I answered. Correct. His eyebrows rose. “Okay.”
“Word nine?” Correct. “Eleven?” Correct. He stared. “Who are you?”
“Your father.”
“Suspicious.”
I smiled. For the first time in days, I felt almost good. Not safe. I no longer trusted that word. But prepared.
The government had my former job. It had my pension under review. It could monitor our bank accounts. It could decide whether Sophie was permitted to leave. It could change laws overnight and call the changes temporary. But it no longer had the house. And it no longer had the money from the house.
That now existed as fifteen Bitcoin… fourteen point eight six, technically… secured by twelve words I had finally managed to remember.
I went downstairs. Helen handed me coffee. “Well?”
“I know them.”
“All twelve?”
“Yes.”
“Good.”
She took a sip. “Word seven?”
I froze. She smiled. “Henry.”
“I know it.”
“Then say it.”
I did. Wrong. She laughed so hard she spilled coffee. Perhaps we needed Malcolm after all.
Chapter Sixteen
The Border Is Open
Before heading off to university on Wednesday morning, I read a government statement announcing that the border was open. This was how I knew we were in trouble.
Governments rarely announce that things are open when they are open. Nobody issues a press release saying SUPERMARKETS REMAIN ACCESSIBLE or CITIZENS CONTINUE TO BE PERMITTED TO WEAR TROUSERS.
The need to reassure people usually appears shortly before the reassurance becomes false.
I was eating breakfast when the alert arrived. GOVERNMENT REJECTS FALSE RUMOURS REGARDING BORDER CLOSURE
ARDANIAN FRONTIERS REMAIN OPEN
Below that was a photograph of Prime Minister Varek standing in front of six flags and looking offended that anyone might doubt him.
I showed Mom. She read the headline. “That’s good.”
“No.”
“Why?”
“Because yesterday nobody thought the border was closing.”
She considered that. Dad entered the kitchen. He had become an impressively casual dresser since losing his job. Three weeks earlier, seeing my father in a sweater at ten in the morning would have suggested influenza. Now it meant he no longer had an office to dress for.
“What are you reading?”
I handed him the phone. He read the headline, then continued scrolling. Unlike a few weeks earlier, he no longer stopped at the reassuring paragraph.
“What rumours?” I asked.
“Vaskian mobilisation, apparently.”
“I mean the border rumours.”
“I know.”
He kept reading. The article explained that false information circulating on unregulated social networks had suggested Ardania might impose restrictions on civilian movement following escalating Vaskian military activity near the northern frontier. The government categorically denied any plan to close the border.
Dad’s expression did not improve. “There,” he said.
“What?”
He pointed four paragraphs down. ‘Certain temporary administrative measures may apply to citizens subject to national-service, critical-skills, financial-integrity, or public-security obligations.’
“Completely open,” I said.
“Except for the people it may not be open for.”
Mom poured coffee. “That sentence seems more important than the headline.”
“It is,” Dad said.
That was new. I had begun recognising the stages of my father’s political education. There had once been ‘No’. Then ‘That’s being misinterpreted’. Then ‘There are probably legitimate reasons’. We appeared to have reached ‘Read the small print’. He had improved considerably.
Sophie came downstairs wearing one of Harry’s grey T-shirts. Possibly mine. Possibly Harry’s. They had achieved textile collectivism.
“Morning.”
“Border’s open,” I said.
She stopped. “That sounds ominous.”
“Thank you.”
Dad nodded towards my phone. “Read the fourth paragraph.”
Sophie did. “Critical skills.”
“Yes.”
She looked at Dad. “Built Environment Capacity Personnel?”
“Almost certainly.”
“Wonderful.”
“And there’s more,” I said.
I scrolled farther down. A new emergency measure required all male citizens between eighteen and twenty-seven to complete a National Service Readiness Assessment within fourteen days.
“I’m in that group.”
Dad took the phone from me. “Assessment,” he said.
“Not conscription?”
“Not yet.”
I looked at him. He noticed. “What?”
“You added ‘yet.’”
“Yes.”
“Who are you, and what have you done with my father?”
“Malcolm.”
“It’s a legitimate question.”
Dad continued reading. “The distinction still matters legally. But I wouldn’t regard the distinction as reassuring.”
That was even worse.
Mom sat opposite me. “What does assessment involve?”
Dad read aloud. “Medical status, physical readiness, professional skills, current employment, and travel status.”
“Travel status?”
“Yes.”
“Why?”
He handed the phone back to me. “I can think of several reasons. None of them make me feel better.”
Sophie took her coffee. “No matter how cynical you are, it’s probably not enough.”
Dad winced. “I still dislike that phrase.”
“Because it’s wrong?” I asked.
“Because it keeps proving useful.”
“You disliked the Bitcoin one too.”
“Which Bitcoin one?”
“The central bank has only two tools in its toolbox: currency debasement and gaslighting.”
“That one remains economically sloppy.”
“Three tools now,” Sophie said.
Dad looked at her. “What’s the third?”
“Preventing people leaving.”
He stared at her. Then sighed. “I walked into that.”
Mom put toast on the table. “Eat before someone adds a fourth.”
My National Service Assessment notice arrived at ten twelve. Personalised. How thoughtful.
DEAR MALCOLM VALE, As part of Ardania’s National Resilience Preparedness Programme, you are required to complete your Readiness Assessment by 18 June.
Required. Not invited. Not encouraged. Required.
The next paragraph said: Completion does not constitute mobilisation, enlistment, or compulsory service.
Again, governments rarely clarify that something is not compulsory unless someone has noticed an uncomfortable resemblance.
The form asked for height, weight, medical history, blood type, physical fitness, driving licence, foreign languages, technical skills, camping experience, and mountain familiarity.
I stopped. Mountain familiarity. That one interested me.
FIREARMS EXPERIENCE: No.
FIRST AID: Basic.
OUTDOOR NAVIGATION: Yes.
OVERNIGHT WILDERNESS EXPERIENCE: Yes.
I had Dad to thank for that. When we were children, he took us camping in the western mountains. Proper camping. Not campsite-with-showers camping. Backpacks, tents, sleeping bags, portable cooking stove, maps, compass, boots, and rain gear. The whole thing. Dad believed boys should know how to build a fire, read a map, and remain miserable outdoors without complaining excessively.
We complained anyway. Harry complained about the food. Irv complained about the weight of his backpack. I complained about everything because I was the youngest and considered diversification important.
Dad loved it. Every spring or summer for years, we went into the western range. Sometimes two nights. Once five. He taught us how quickly weather changed above the tree line. How not to cross a stream where the water looked calmest. How to pack socks inside plastic bags. How to navigate if cloud covered the ridge. How to sleep with boots inside the tent if frost was expected. Useful father-son information. At the time, none of us realised it might someday become emigration training.
I looked at the next question. MOUNTAIN FAMILIARITY
The options were None, Recreational, Advanced, or Professional.
I selected None.
Then stared at it. That was false. I changed it to Recreational. Then I thought about the government database of Bitcoin holders. The hacked one. The one built to protect people by collecting enough information to publish their home addresses to criminals. I changed the answer back to None.
Agency. Small beginning. The government wanted information. I had information. For the first time in my life, it occurred to me that those facts did not automatically imply a transaction. I closed the form without submitting it.
At university, everybody had received the notice. This significantly reduced academic productivity. My economics lecture on monetary theory became a seventy-minute discussion about whether any of us were about to be drafted.
Professor Jelavic tried to maintain control. “The Readiness Assessment is not mobilisation.”
A student named Tomas raised his hand. “Then why do they need our blood type?”
“Preparedness.”
“For what?”
“Potential emergency response.”
“What kind?”
“Natural disaster, civil emergency, national defence.”
“Vaskia?”
“Possibly.”
Another student said, “My cousin in Northbridge says the troop photos are old.”
That got everyone’s attention. “What photos?”
“The Vaskian tanks.”
“Government released them yesterday.”
“He says one image is from exercises years ago.”
Professor Jelavic intervened. “We should be careful repeating unverified claims.”
A girl behind me said, “We should also be careful repeating verified government claims.”
People laughed. The professor didn’t. “The security situation is real.”
“How do we know?” I asked.
He looked at me. “Multiple official sources.”
“That’s one source with multiple logos.”
More laughter. This time he almost smiled. “Mr Vale, do you believe Vaskia poses no threat?”
“I have no idea.”
“Then perhaps caution is appropriate.”
“I agree.” That surprised him. I continued. “I’m cautious about Vaskia and our government.”
Less surprising. The lecture never recovered.
Afterwards, Tomas caught me outside. “You doing the assessment?”
“Eventually.”
“I’m not.”
“What happens if you don’t?”
“No idea.”
“Strong plan.”
“My brother says all countries in trouble eventually find a war.”
“That’s cheerful.”
“Real one if available. Manufactured one if necessary.”
I looked at him. “Your brother reads too much.”
“Probably.”
“But he may have a point.”
Tomas shrugged. “Government has inflation, shortages, unemployment, and capital flight. War solves the messaging problem.”
“How?”
“Everything becomes patriotic.”
That stayed with me. Before war, a shortage meant policy failure. During war, sacrifice. Before war, capital controls meant financial panic. During war, national defence. Before war, stopping young men leaving was authoritarian. During war, duty. War did not have to solve the country’s problems. It only had to rename them.
At lunch, the university cafeteria had replaced imported chicken with Ardanian Protein Medallions. Nobody knew what animal had contributed. I chose pasta.
The tariff system was working beautifully. Imported food had become expensive. Domestic substitutes became necessary. The government then subsidised the substitutes because domestic production costs had risen. The central bank financed part of the subsidy. The crown fell. Imports became more expensive. Which justified higher tariffs.
Sure, it worked in real life. But did it work in theory?
That was increasingly Ardania’s problem. Actual consequences kept arriving with insufficient respect for policy intention. The hallmark of this government was to break things, then use the debris as a battering ram to break more things.
Harry said it first. Sophie had adopted it. I was now stealing it because family property should remain in the family.
The irony was that the only family property we had successfully transformed into something portable was now 14.862 Bitcoin protected by twelve words Dad occasionally hesitated over when I tested him out of order. Fortunately, Mom did not.
When I returned home, Irv was in the kitchen. This was no longer unusual. The Vale household had become heavily staffed during business hours. Dad upstairs. Irv downstairs or upstairs. Sophie working partly remotely. Mom. Me between lectures. At our current unemployment rate, we could have opened a restaurant. No one would have been allowed to import ingredients.
“What are you doing home?” Irv asked.
“University.”
“That doesn’t answer the question.”
“Neither does your employment status.”
“Fair.”
I showed him the National Service notice. His face changed. “Oh.”
Dad came in. “What?”
Irv handed him the phone. Dad read it. Then looked at me. “When do they want it?”
“Within fourteen days.”
“And you haven’t submitted it.”
“No.”
He nodded. That was all. I stared at him. “You’re not going to tell me to comply?”
“I’m going to tell you not to make unnecessary decisions before we understand what the information will be used for.”
“Seriously, who are you?”
“Malcolm.”
Irv leaned over. “What about my category?”
Dad frowned. “What?”
“Reserve.”
We searched. Male citizens between twenty-eight and thirty-five with prior national-service training or listed essential skills were now required to update their Reserve Availability Profile.
Irv was thirty-three. He had completed the basic six-month national-service programme that men of his generation had been required to do before the programme was suspended. Banking operations appeared under Critical Economic Continuity Skills.
He stared at the screen. “I’ve been fired.”
“The government apparently retains confidence in your banking abilities,” I said.
He did not laugh. “They can call me up?”
Dad read carefully. “Not without mobilisation orders. At least under this version.”
“This version?”
Dad looked at him. “I’m no longer assuming the rules will stay where they are.”
That silenced all three of us.
“And travel?” Irv asked.
Another click. Reserve-category citizens with active readiness obligations required clearance for permanent departure. There it was. I looked at Irv. “You too.”
He sat down. “So Maddy doesn’t want to leave, and now I might not be allowed.”
Nobody had a useful response. Mom entered carrying laundry. “What happened?”
Dad showed her. Her face hardened. “No.” One word.
“No what?” I asked.
“No one is taking either of you.”
“Mom.”
“No.”
“You realise governments generally don’t ask mothers?”
“They can start.”
I smiled. She didn’t. “This is not funny.”
“No.”
“If there is a war…”
Dad interrupted. “We don’t even know that there will be one.”
Mom looked at him. “What exactly is happening with Vaskia?”
“Troop movements. Possibly real. Possibly exaggerated. I don’t know anymore.”
That was another new sentence. “Verified by whom?” she asked.
“The Defence Ministry claims it has intelligence. There are foreign reports too, but I haven’t seen the underlying material.”
“So we don’t know.”
“No.”
Dad sat down. “I am not saying Vaskia is harmless. I’m saying I no longer trust our government to distinguish between a genuine security measure and a useful opportunity to increase control.”
Irv looked at him. “Does it matter?”
Dad turned. “What?”
“If Vaskia is genuinely threatening us, the government will use the crisis to tighten controls.”
“Yes,” I said.
“If Vaskia is not genuinely threatening us, the government can use the crisis to tighten controls.”
“Yes.”
“So either way…”
Mom finished the sentence. “We need to leave.”
There was a short silence. Then Dad said, “Yes.”
Nobody made a joke. Sophie came downstairs an hour later. She had spent the morning on another call with the Departure Compliance Service. Her status had changed. Not approved. Never approved. The government had found a new level beneath deferred.
PERMANENT DEPARTURE PROCESSING TEMPORARILY SUSPENDED FOR NATIONAL RESILIENCE REVIEW
She showed us. Dad read it. “Temporary suspension.”
He stared at the words for another second. “No. That’s meaningless. Without an end date, it’s simply suspended.”
Sophie looked at him. “Exactly.”
Mom asked, “What does it mean in practice?”
“There is no processing date.”
“So you’re not allowed to leave.”
“I can technically travel temporarily.”
“To Costa Verde?”
“In theory.”
Harry would have appreciated that. Sure, it works in real life, but does it work in theory?
Sophie continued. “But because I have a pending permanent-departure application, any temporary travel to Costa Verde is automatically subject to secondary screening.”
“What if you bought a return ticket?” I asked.
“I’m already flagged.”
“What does that mean?”
“My passport is linked to the departure application. If I suddenly appear at the airport with a return ticket and say I’m going on holiday to the country where I have a job, a fiancé, and an active residency application, they can refer me for questioning.”
“So pretending it’s temporary doesn’t even solve it.”
“No.”
Dad looked at the screen. “The airport route is effectively closed unless they clear you.”
Nobody corrected him. There it was. Sophie had done everything legally. She had a Costa Verde employment contract. No unpaid taxes. No debts. No national service. No criminal record. No outstanding government benefits. She had applied honestly. Submitted documents. Waited. Appealed. Submitted again. Waited more.
The result: TEMPORARILY SUSPENDED
Our family’s commitment to legality had been a spectacular waste of time. Not morally. Operationally. We had behaved like people trying to win a game while the referee changed the size of the field.
Dad had spent his career believing law created predictability. Now even he seemed to understand that law in Ardania had become a vocabulary for unpredictability. The conclusion was obvious. We might eventually have to break it.
I suspected everyone in the room already knew. Dad knew. Mom knew. Irv knew. Sophie definitely knew.
Nobody wanted to say we may have to leave illegally because once somebody said it aloud, the family stopped being people considering emigration and became people planning an escape. Words still mattered. Just not in the way the government thought.
The government held a press conference at six. We watched from the sitting room. The whole family except Maddy, who was still at work.
The Prime Minister appeared with Defence Minister Radan and a general whose medals required structural support. Behind them: ARDANIA WILL REMAIN FREE, SECURE, AND OPEN
The Prime Minister spoke for fourteen minutes before providing any information. This was standard. Vaskian military units had conducted “provocative manoeuvres” near the northern security corridor. Ardania had evidence of cyber operations, influence campaigns, and possible preparations for limited incursions. Possible.
The government would respond proportionately. No general mobilisation. No border closure. No suspension of civil liberties. This reassurance lasted thirty seconds.
Then the Defence Minister announced enhanced border screening, National Service Readiness Assessments, Reserve Availability updates, travel-clearance requirements for certain categories, temporary restrictions on exports of strategic goods, additional controls on foreign financial transfers, and emergency authority to prevent “critical human-capital depletion.”
I looked at Dad. “Human-capital depletion.”
He closed his eyes. Mom said, “People leaving.”
“Yes.”
Sophie added, “People are capital now.”
Irv leaned forward. “What travel-clearance requirements?”
The presenter displayed a graphic. WHO MAY CONTINUE TO TRAVEL FREELY?
Women not subject to critical-skills restrictions. Men above thirty-five not in strategic categories. Children. Foreign nationals. Approved temporary travellers. Persons holding existing departure clearance issued before the emergency order.
I looked at Dad. “Harry.”
He nodded.
Harry had got through. Again. Days. Weeks. Hours. Every time the government tightened something, we discovered Harry had crossed just before the door moved. Sophie stared at the television. She had not.
Then another slide appeared. THE BORDER REMAINS OPEN
I laughed. Nobody else did. “What?” Mom asked.
“Completely open.”
Dad looked at me. I waited for him to object. Instead, one corner of his mouth moved. I continued. “Provided you don’t try to cross it.”
Irv laughed first. Then Sophie. Mom smiled. Dad resisted for perhaps two seconds. Then he laughed too. That worried me. Dad had reached the stage where government language no longer deserved the dignity of anger.
Maddy arrived during the questions. She put her bag down. “What’s happening?”
“Border’s open,” I said.
She looked at the television. “Good.”
Everyone became quiet. She noticed. “What?”
Irv explained. National Service. Reserve category. Travel clearance. Sophie.
Maddy listened, then sat beside him. “If Vaskia is really mobilising, some of this is understandable.”
Irv looked at her. “Preventing me from leaving?”
“You were trained.”
“Six months fifteen years ago.”
“You still have skills.”
“Banking.”
“Critical infrastructure.”
“I was fired from critical infrastructure.”
“That doesn’t mean the country doesn’t need you.”
He stared at her. The sentence probably sounded supportive in her head. It did not improve the room.
Maddy looked around. “What?”
No one answered. She sighed. “You’ve all decided everything the government does is evidence of tyranny.”
“No,” I said. Dad looked at me. “Some things are evidence of incompetence.”
Sophie laughed. Maddy did not.
Irv touched her arm. “Let’s not.”
She pulled slightly away. “I am tired of feeling like every family conversation has become a tribunal.”
“That isn’t fair,” Mom said.
“Isn’t it?”
Maddy looked around the room. “Harry leaves. Sophie wants to leave. Malcolm wants to leave. Irv wants to leave. Now Henry wants to leave.”
Dad did not hesitate. “I do.”
Maddy turned towards him. “Henry?”
“A month ago, I didn’t. I do now.”
The room went quiet again. Maddy looked genuinely unsettled. Dad was supposed to be the final institutional barrier. If Henry Vale wanted to leave Ardania, something had gone badly wrong with the scenery.
Maddy shook her head. “And anyone who thinks perhaps the country has legitimate security concerns is suddenly the enemy.”
“No one said enemy,” Irv replied.
“You don’t have to.”
She stood and went downstairs. Irv watched the door close. Nobody spoke.
Then I said, “Irv isn’t the problem.”
He looked at me. “I asked you not to say that.”
“Sorry.”
I meant it. Mostly.
After dinner, Dad asked me to come into the garage with him. That surprised me more than anything the Prime Minister had said. The garage had accumulated forty years of objects too useful to throw away and too useless to use.
Paint tins. Tools. Bicycles. Old tennis rackets. Camping equipment.
Dad opened the large storage cabinet at the back. There they were. Backpacks. Four. Old but good.
A green one that had been Harry’s. Blue for Irv. Red for me. A large black one Dad had carried. Two lightweight three-person tents, sleeping mats, gas stove, mess tins, water purification tablets, headlamps, compasses, first-aid kit, walking poles, old topographic maps, and hiking boots in various sizes. Mom’s hiking equipment was stored in another box.
I looked at Dad. “Why are we checking this?”
“Because if we’re leaving, we need to know what we have.”
“Legally?”
He looked at me. “I am no longer assuming the legal route will remain available.”
I stared at him. That was the closest anyone had yet come to saying it.
Dad pulled out my old backpack. “You’ve grown.”
“I would hope so.”
“We’ll need to replace this.”
“Probably.”
“Irv’s too.”
“Harry isn’t coming.”
“I know.”
“Sophie needs everything.”
“I know.”
Dad picked up one of the tents. “Seam seal needs replacing.”
I watched him. “You’re planning.”
“Inventory.”
“That’s planning wearing a tie.”
“I’m not wearing a tie.”
“Exactly. We’ve advanced.”
He gave me the look. I opened another box. Inside were our old hiking boots. Mine wouldn’t fit. Irv’s probably wouldn’t either. Dad’s looked serviceable.
“You really think we might need this?”
He did not answer immediately. I knew what he was doing. Crossing the distance between what he had believed and what he now knew.
“We used to camp near Mount Velin,” he said.
“I remember.”
“You complained constantly.”
“I was eleven.”
“You complained at fourteen.”
“I had established a position.”
“Harry hated freeze-dried stew.”
“Everyone hated freeze-dried stew.”
“I liked it.”
“That explains a lot about you.”
He almost smiled. “There’s an old route west of Velin.”
I looked at him. “What old route?”
“Walking trail.”
“To where?”
He hesitated. “The border.”
There it was. Not illegal departure. Not escape. Geography. “How close?”
“Several kilometres beyond the ridge.”
“Have we done it?”
“Part of it.”
“With us?”
“Yes. You were young.”
“I don’t remember crossing a border.”
“We didn’t. The trail splits before it.”
“Maps?”
“Old.”
“GPS?”
“Possibly.”
“Patrols?”
“I have no idea.”
I stared at him. “You’ve thought about this.”
“I remembered it.”
“Today?”
“Yes.”
“When?”
“During the press conference.”
I smiled. “Interesting timing.”
He looked irritated. “Remembering geography is not illegal.”
“Not yet.”
He looked at me. Then we both laughed. Quietly. The garage door was closed. Even humour had developed security procedures.
Later that night, I turned on my VPN before searching anything. I connected through a server outside Ardania, then avoided government mapping sites entirely. Perhaps this was unnecessary.
The previous six months had not rewarded people for assuming unnecessary caution was unnecessary. I searched foreign hiking sites, old trekking forums, satellite imagery, and open-source topographic data. Mount Velin. The trail Dad remembered still existed. At least on maps.
It climbed through forest, crossed a high meadow, then followed an old shepherd route towards a ridge forming part of Ardania’s western frontier. On the other side was Norland. Neutral.
The old regional agreements had once made the border almost irrelevant. No major fence. No wall. A few roads with formal crossings. Mountain patrols had historically been more concerned with smugglers and rescue operations than people leaving Ardania. Historically.
I found recent forum posts. Several trails were now marked: TEMPORARILY CLOSED FOR SECURITY OPERATIONS
There was our word again. Temporary.
One hiking route remained open below the ridge. The upper section was not officially listed as closed. There was simply no information. I stared at the map. The family had Bitcoin. Documents scanned. Passports. Backpacks. Tents. Camping experience. A destination. Harry outside. Sophie trapped inside. Irv potentially trapped. Me rapidly joining him.
The legal route had given us everything except a way to leave. Subconsciously, I think we had always known. The backpacks. The documents. The seed phrase.
Why prepare for what fit into a backpack if we genuinely expected to check suitcases at an airport? Why memorise twelve words if we expected banks to function? Why scan photographs if we expected movers? Why had Dad kept the mountain tents? Not because we had predicted any of this. Because somewhere underneath all the legal applications and compliance certificates, we understood the difference between permission and freedom.
Permission works until permission is withdrawn. Freedom matters afterward.
A message arrived from Harry. You watch press conference?
I replied: Border completely open. Just don’t cross it.
His reply came almost immediately. Sophie?
Still suspended.
Three dots appeared. Then: Malcolm, I don’t like where this is going.
I looked at the satellite map. Me neither.
Then I added: How’s the weather in Norland this time of year?
The three dots appeared immediately. Stopped. Appeared again. Why?
I smiled. Harry knew me too well. Theoretical question.
His reply: There is nothing theoretical about you.
Fair. I closed the chat. Then opened a shopping site. Hiking boots. Women’s backpack. Rain shell. Sleeping bag.
Sophie was going to need equipment. I did not order anything. Not yet. We were still staying legal. Officially.
I looked at the mountain route again. Perhaps that was the last fiction our family still shared. We weren’t planning to break the law. We were merely preparing for the possibility that obeying it would make leaving impossible. The difference was becoming academic. And I had recently learned not to place too much faith in theory.
Chapter Seventeen
Madeleine
By Thursday afternoon, I no longer wondered whether my family was leaving Ardania. I wondered whether I was leaving my wife. Those were not the same question.
The house had been sold four days earlier. Dad and Mom had converted almost the entire proceeds into Bitcoin. We had eighteen days left under the temporary occupancy agreement before Mr Saran expected possession. Harry was already in Costa Verde. Sophie still could not leave legally. Malcolm had received his National Service Readiness Assessment. I was unemployed, my reserve status could prevent permanent departure, and in eighteen days I would no longer even have my parents’ basement to live in.
The family was going. Perhaps not through an airport. Perhaps not with the government’s approval. Perhaps not on a date anyone had yet been willing to write down. But we were going.
I wanted to go too. That was the simple part. The difficult part was Madeleine. Maddy had already told me she did not want to go to Costa Verde. She had a career in Ardania, increasingly a good one. She still believed the country could be repaired. She thought my family had allowed Harry’s pessimism, Bitcoin, and every new government announcement to combine into a form of collective paranoia.
And she was my wife. Leaving Ardania without her would not be relocation. It would be separation. I had spent most of the morning trying not to think about that while sorting forty years of family possessions in the garage.
We had created three categories: KEEP. GIVE AWAY. WHY DO WE OWN THIS. The third category was winning.
Mom had found six fondue forks. Nobody remembered owning a fondue set. Dad had eleven extension cords. Three were obsolete. Malcolm discovered a tennis racket designed for a six-year-old and insisted it might still be useful.
“For what?” I asked.
“Defence.”
“Against?”
“Very small attackers.”
I put it in the discard pile.
Technically, we no longer owned the building in which we were deciding what to do with our belongings. Mr Saran did. Everything looked like home but had become somebody else’s property. The walls were his. The garden was his. The kitchen Dad still believed did not require renovation was now someone else’s problem.
Our family photographs remained on the shelves. The height marks inside the pantry door remained ours only in the sentimental sense. Mom had refused to erase them. Mr Saran had not asked her to. Smart man.
I opened another cardboard box. Camping stove.
“Keep?”
“Absolutely,” Malcolm said.
I looked at him. The answer itself did not surprise me. What surprised me was the speed.
“Mountain?”
He stopped.
“What?”
“Don’t make me do the whole conversation, Malcolm.”
“What conversation?”
“The one where I ask why we need a camping stove, you say camping, I ask where, you say mountains, and eventually, twenty questions later, we both admit Dad is planning a route towards Norland.”
He looked disappointed. “You’ve ruined most of my material.”
“I know we’re leaving.”
“I didn’t say we were.”
“We sold the house.”
“That’s circumstantial.”
“Dad put the proceeds into Bitcoin.”
“Financial planning.”
“There are new backpacks behind you.”
He glanced over his shoulder. Four large packs stood beside the workbench. Not the old childhood ones. New ones. Two still had tags attached.
Beside them were hiking boots, waterproof trousers, thermal layers, a compact first-aid kit, headlamps, water bottles, dry bags, replacement stove fuel, and a boxed sleeping bag marked WOMEN’S REGULAR.
I picked it up. “Sophie?”
“Possibly.”
“You bought her camping equipment.”
“Some.”
“Dad knows?”
“Yes.”
“Mom?”
“She knows we’re checking what everyone needs.”
“Harry?”
“Not the details.”
“Phones?”
“Dad says no details on phones.”
I stared at him. “Dad says that?”
“He’s become quite good.”
Our father, who three months earlier thought encrypted messaging was something criminals used, was now developing operational security. Ardania had provided an accelerated criminal-education programme.
I picked up one of the new backpacks. “Mine?”
“Probably.”
“Probably?”
“Try it.”
I put it on. Malcolm adjusted one shoulder strap. “Better than your old one.”
“My old one still exists?”
He pointed. A blue pack sat in the corner. I recognised it immediately. Dad had bought it when I was fourteen. I remembered carrying it up Mount Velin while complaining that Harry had been given less food. Harry had not been given less food. His food had merely weighed less. I had maintained the grievance for three days.
Dad used to take us into the western mountains every spring or summer. Harry, me, Malcolm. Two nights sometimes. Four once. Rain usually.
Dad considered discomfort character-building and had therefore arranged a great deal of character for us. I remembered forests, streams, high meadows, and cold mornings. Dad teaching us contour lines while Harry asked whether contour lines had any relationship to lunch.
I remembered the western ridge too. And beyond it, Norland.
“You checked the route?” I asked.
Malcolm hesitated. “Yes.”
“With Dad?”
“Some.”
“How much does he know?”
“The old trail. He remembers part of it.”
“And you?”
“I looked online.”
“VPN?”
“Yes.”
“Foreign sites?”
“Yes.”
I nodded. Apparently the youngest Vale brother had become competent while none of us were watching.
“Patrols?”
“Unknown.”
“Trail condition?”
“Mostly there.”
“Mostly?”
“Not reassuringly.”
I took off the backpack. “So we are doing it.”
Malcolm looked at me. “We’re preparing.”
“That’s the same answer the government gives.”
He smiled. Then became serious. “We have eighteen days.”
“I know.”
“No house after that.”
“I know.”
“Sophie still can’t leave.”
“I know.”
“You and I may not get clearance.”
“I know.”
“Dad’s pension is frozen.”
“Under review.”
“That’s adorable.”
“Sorry.”
“The Bitcoin is free and clear.”
“Yes.”
“Harry is already there.”
“Yes.”
He stopped. Ordinarily, this was where he would have asked what exactly we were waiting for. He did not need to. Neither did I.
We had spent months trying to do everything legally. Sophie had followed every rule. She told the truth. Got a job. Paid her taxes. Submitted every document. Waited. Appealed. Waited again. And she still could not leave.
The legal route had not failed because we used it incorrectly. It had failed because the government could move the end of it whenever we approached.
I no longer believed ‘yet’. That was the real change. I looked at the new backpack again. A month earlier, equipment like this might have frightened me. Now it merely confirmed what I already knew. We were going over the mountain. Or somewhere like it. The route remained uncertain. The departure did not. For me, the uncertainty was elsewhere.
“What are you going to do?” Malcolm asked.
“About what?”
He gave me a look. “Maddy.”
I leaned against the workbench. “I don’t know.”
“You’re coming with us.”
It was not a question. “Yes.”
Saying it aloud hurt. Malcolm noticed. “And Maddy?”
“I don’t know.”
“She doesn’t want to go.”
“I know.”
“You think she’ll change her mind?”
“I hope she does.”
He did not answer. I looked at him. “You don’t.”
“No.”
“She’s my wife.”
“I know.”
“I can’t simply disappear one night.”
“I know.”
“I have to tell her.”
Malcolm shifted his weight. “Dad won’t like details being shared.”
“Dad isn’t married to her.”
“Good argument.”
“And I’m not asking permission to speak to my wife.”
“I didn’t say you were.”
“You were thinking it.”
“Possibly.”
I looked towards the garage door. Maddy was at work. She would come home around six thirty, carrying her laptop and talking about whatever new emergency programme Common Future Initiative had been given.
I had known for days that this conversation was coming. I had delayed it because delay still allowed two incompatible futures to exist at once. In one, I went with my family. In the other, I remained with my wife. As long as I did not force them into the same sentence, I could pretend a third option might appear. It had not.
“I need to tell her tonight.”
Malcolm nodded. “How much?”
“Enough.”
“Route?”
“No.”
“Good.”
I looked at him. “You think she’d report us?”
His answer did not come immediately. That mattered. “Not deliberately,” he said.
“That wasn’t the question.”
“I don’t think she would.”
“Neither do I.”
“But she works with government people now.”
“She works for a charity.”
“With government contracts.”
“She is still Maddy.”
“I know.”
He looked uncomfortable. “That’s why I said not deliberately.”
I understood. An innocent conversation. A colleague asking how things were at home. Maddy saying the Vales were behaving strangely. Someone mentioning camping gear. A question about where the family planned to live after selling the house. Nobody had to betray anyone. Information travelled perfectly well without villains.
“I won’t tell her the route,” I said.
“Okay.”
“But I tell her I’m going.”
Malcolm nodded. That was the line. Operational security on one side. Marriage on the other. I had no idea whether it was the correct line. Only that I could live with it better than either alternative.
Maddy came home at six thirty. She was happy. That complicated everything. I heard her downstairs talking on the telephone. Laughing. Then: “Absolutely. Monday works.”
A few minutes later she came upstairs. She had changed recently. Not physically. Her posture. Energy. Purpose.
While Dad and I had been professionally erased, Maddy had become increasingly important at Common Future Initiative. The government had expanded emergency social programmes as the economic crisis worsened. Food assistance. Housing support. Civic Credit distribution. Displaced-worker counselling. Community resilience programmes. Every policy that broke something seemed to produce funding for Common Future to help people live among the debris.
We had established that our government broke things, then used the debris to break more things. Sometimes it also hired charities to organise the rubble. Maddy’s organisation had received a large government contract. Her supervisor moved into a ministry liaison role. Maddy became Acting Regional Coordination Lead.
Acting. Temporary. Naturally. But the pay increase was real. Almost twenty percent.
She walked into the kitchen smiling. “I got it.”
Mom turned. “The promotion?”
“Acting role.”
“Congratulations.”
She hugged her. I did too. And meant it. That was important. I was happy for her. Even with everything else.
“Twenty percent?” I asked.
“Eighteen.”
“Close.”
“Plus travel allowance.”
“Where?”
“Regional centres.”
“During a national emergency?”
She looked at me. “It’s exactly when they need us.”
I knew how that sounded to her. Service. Purpose. People hurting. People needing help. Maddy genuinely cared.
That was why reducing her to government collaborator would have been dishonest. The system was bad. Not everyone working within it was. I had spent months insisting on precisely that distinction when the person inside was me.
“What will you do?” Mom asked.
“Coordinate household-support programmes. Emergency accommodation. Food distribution. Displaced workers.”
I nearly said people displaced by the policies funding your programme. I didn’t. Growth.
Maddy looked at me. “You okay?”
“Yes.”
“You seem strange.”
“I’ve been sorting the garage.”
“That would do it.” She smiled.
I said, “We need to talk later about what happens after we leave the house.”
Her smile faded slightly. “The rentals?”
“Everything.”
She studied me for a second. “Fine.”
Better than we need to talk about us. Marginally.
Then Mom brought out sparkling wine. Domestic. Imported cork, presumably. We celebrated Maddy’s promotion.
For half an hour, I remembered why I loved her. She was funny. Warm. She made Mom laugh while describing a committee discussion about whether emergency food dependency should be renamed transitional nutritional support.
Malcolm said, “Ministry of Red Tape.”
Maddy smiled. “Actually Ministry of Social Cohesion.”
“Different stationery?”
“Mostly.”
Even Dad laughed. For a little while, we were a family again rather than two political models sharing a kitchen.
Then Maddy mentioned her new office. “They’re giving me access to the government coordination centre.”
Dad’s smile disappeared. “Which one?”
“Westbridge Civic Response Hub.”
“Security clearance?”
“Basic.”
“Information access?”
“Programme data. Nothing sensitive.”
Dad nodded. I could see him calculating.
So could Maddy. “What?”
“Nothing.”
She looked irritated. “Please don’t start doing that.”
“Doing what?”
“Treating my job like I’m working for Internal Security.”
“No one said that.”
“You didn’t have to.”
Dad looked embarrassed. “I’m sorry.”
She softened. “I know things are bad for you.”
“For all of us.”
“Yes.”
She corrected herself. “For all of us.”
But not equally. That was the problem. The system had taken Dad’s career. Mine. Blocked Sophie. Threatened Malcolm and me with service requirements. Yet it had rewarded Maddy.
From where she stood, government did not look like an apparatus closing doors. It looked like an employer opening one. Reality had become position-dependent.
After dinner, Maddy and I went downstairs. Eighteen days. Then the basement would belong to Mr Saran. Our mattress. Sofa. Books. Kitchen table. Everything had to go somewhere.
Until that afternoon, Maddy had assumed the answer was another apartment in Ardania. I had allowed her to keep assuming it. Cowardice can look remarkably similar to patience when you are married.
She sat on the sofa. “So. Living arrangements.”
I remained standing. Bad choice. I sat beside her. “The house.”
“I know. Eighteen days.”
“Yes.”
“I found three rentals.”
She reached for her laptop. “Not that.”
She stopped. “What?”
“I don’t think I’m renting an apartment here.”
The room became very quiet. “What does that mean?”
“I think I’m leaving.”
“For Costa Verde.”
“Yes.”
“When?”
“Soon.”
“How soon?”
“I don’t know exactly.”
“Before we move out?”
“Probably.”
She stared at me. “So this is decided.”
“I think so.”
“By whom?”
“My family.”
“Your family.”
“And me.”
“Did you decide?”
“Yes.”
That word hurt her. I saw it. “And when were you going to include your wife?”
“Now.”
“After deciding.”
“I’ve been asking you for weeks.”
“You’ve been asking whether I would move to Costa Verde.”
“Yes.”
“That’s not the same as telling me your entire family is leaving.”
“It wasn’t certain.”
“And now?”
I thought of the house sale. Fourteen point eight six Bitcoin. The backpacks. Dad remembering Mount Velin. Sophie. Harry waiting outside. “Now it is.”
“What changed?”
“The border.”
“The border is open.”
I almost laughed. Didn’t. “For some people.”
“You can still travel.”
“Permanent departure requires clearance.”
“You haven’t applied.”
“Exactly.”
She frowned. “What does that mean?”
“It means if I apply, I may get trapped in the process like Sophie.”
“So you’re going without applying.”
There it was. She understood quickly.
“I think we may have to.”
Her face changed completely. “You’re talking about leaving illegally.”
“Yes.”
For the first time, one of us had said it directly. It felt physical. “You cannot be serious.”
“I am.”
“How?”
“I don’t want to talk about details yet.”
“Because you don’t trust me?”
“No.”
“Then tell me.”
“Because fewer people should know until it’s settled.”
“I am your wife.”
“Yes.”
“Apparently not enough of one.”
“That isn’t fair.”
“No?”
“Maddy…”
“You’ve spent months talking about family. Red families. Generations. Loyalty. And now your family makes a plan to leave the country illegally and I’m informed afterward.”
“No one has fixed the plan.”
“You said it’s decided.”
“The decision is. The method isn’t.”
She stood. “You’ve lost your mind.”
“Maybe.”
“Harry has dragged all of you into this.”
“No.”
“Bitcoin, government conspiracies, escape routes…”
“Harry is in Costa Verde because he got out while it was legal.”
“Got out.”
“Yes.”
“Listen to yourself.”
“I am.”
“This is our country.”
“I know.”
“There may be a war.”
“Exactly.”
“That means people are needed.”
“For what?”
She stared at me. “Do you really have to ask?”
“Yes.”
“To keep the country functioning.”
“I was keeping the banking system functioning. They fired me.”
“Because you broke procedure.”
“There it is.”
“What?”
“The explanation.”
She threw up her hands. “Not everything is proof of tyranny.”
“No.”
“Then stop treating every setback like one.”
“Sophie’s not a setback.”
“Her certificate is delayed.”
“Indefinitely.”
“Because there is a security crisis.”
“Convenient.”
“You think Vaskia is invented?”
“I don’t know.”
“That is absurd.”
“Maybe.”
“Irv.”
“Maybe Vaskia is massing troops. Maybe the government is exaggerating it. Maybe both things are true.”
“You sound paranoid.”
“Possibly.” She looked at me in disbelief. I continued. “But here’s what I know. Governments with inflation, shortages, falling currencies, angry citizens, and capital flight have a remarkable habit of discovering external enemies.”
“Vaskia has always been hostile.”
“Yes.”
“That isn’t invented.”
“No.”
“So?”
“So real threats can be useful too.”
She shook her head. “You’ve become impossible.”
“Maybe.”
“You don’t even believe anything anymore.”
“That’s not true.”
“What do you believe?”
I thought about it. “My family should not be prevented from leaving.”
“That’s it?”
“It’s enough.”
Maddy walked towards the kitchenette. There was nowhere useful to go in a basement apartment during an argument. This had always been one of its architectural weaknesses. She filled the kettle. Didn’t turn it on.
Then looked at me. “And what do you expect me to do?”
“Come.”
“No.”
The speed of the answer hurt more than the word. “Maddy.”
“No.”
“Think about it.”
“I have.”
“Not about this.”
“Yes. About this.”
“You didn’t know.”
“I knew where this was going.”
“How?”
“Every dinner.”
She started counting on her fingers.
“Harry: Costa Verde. Sophie: Costa Verde. Malcolm: Costa Verde. You: suddenly Costa Verde. Your mother looking at houses. Your father talking about Bitcoin. Fifteen Bitcoin.”
“Fourteen point eight six,” I said automatically.
She stared. “Sorry. Do you understand how insane you all sound from outside?”
“Yes.”
“No, you don’t.”
“I probably do.”
“You sold a family house, put almost all the money into Bitcoin, and now you’re discussing sneaking across a border because a government form takes too long.”
“That is not a fair summary.”
“It’s accurate.”
“So is this: the government froze Dad’s career and pension, fired me for approving legal transactions, trapped Sophie despite her complying with every requirement, published Bitcoin holders’ addresses either through incompetent data security or on purpose, restricted capital, made imports unaffordable, and now wants to know whether Malcolm is fit enough to fight.”
“Those are unrelated things.”
I looked at her. That was perhaps the entire difference between us. She saw incidents. I saw a direction. “Are they?”
“Yes.”
“Really?”
“The database hack was criminal.”
“Government database.”
“Still criminal.”
“The bank fired me.”
“Not government.”
“Under government compliance rules.”
“You challenged your supervisor.”
“Dad?”
“Security review.”
“Pension?”
“Still under review.”
“Sophie?”
“Emergency measures.”
“Malcolm?”
“National preparedness.”
Each one had a name. Each name sounded reasonable. Put together, they became something else.
“That is exactly how it works,” I said.
“How what works?”
“A system you never have to condemn because every individual piece has an explanation.”
She folded her arms. “And your explanation is always tyranny.”
“No. Sometimes incompetence.” She almost smiled. Almost. I continued. “Maybe that’s worse.”
“How?”
“Because incompetence creates problems, then power is added to solve them.”
“That is a slogan.”
“It’s happening.”
“The government isn’t perfect.”
“I don’t require perfect.”
“What do you require?”
“An exit.”
Silence. That one landed. She looked away. I had imagined this conversation many times. In my imagination, I convinced her. That was revealing. I never imagined understanding her better. Just winning.
I had done the same thing with children. Maddy would come around. Maddy would want a baby once we had enough money. Once we had a flat. Once my career improved. Once the timing became sensible. Once her friends began having them. Once. Once. Once.
I had spent years treating her own stated preferences as temporary. A position waiting to mature into mine. That was not love at its best. It was optimism wearing entitlement.
“I owe you an apology,” I said.
She looked suspicious. “For what?”
“For thinking you’d change.”
She went still. “We already discussed that.”
“I know. But I don’t think I understood it.”
“Understand what?”
“When I married you, I thought we’d become like my Mom and Dad eventually.”
Her face tightened. “I am not your mother.”
“I know.”
“No. You say that, then everything you want is what she wanted.”
“Family.”
“Yes.”
“Children.”
“Yes.”
“Staying close.”
“Yes.”
“Those aren’t unique to Mom.”
“No. But you assumed I would want them because you did.”
“Yes.” She waited. “I was wrong.”
“Thank you.”
“I still want them.”
“There.”
“I can’t apologise for wanting children.”
“I didn’t ask you to.”
“I can apologise for assuming marriage would make you want them.”
Her expression softened slightly. “That matters.”
“I know.”
“You loved that I was different.”
“Yes.”
“Until different became inconvenient.”
That hurt because it was partly true. “I loved that you were free.”
She looked at me. “Were?”
“Are.”
“No. You used past tense.”
“I didn’t mean...”
“You did.”
I closed my eyes. This was going badly. Perhaps because it was finally going honestly.
“When we met,” I said, “I liked that you didn’t care what people thought. You travelled. You dated. You had your career. You were confident. My mother would have found half of it scandalous.”
“She did.”
“She hid it well.”
“She did not.”
I smiled despite myself. Maddy did too. Briefly.
“I didn’t want to marry a girl just like my mother.”
“Reasonable.”
“Then I married you and somehow expected the marriage itself to produce the parts of Mom’s life I admired.”
“Children.”
“Yes.”
“Home.”
“Yes.”
“A wife whose career became secondary.”
I hesitated. That was answer enough.
She looked away. “I don’t want to be Helen.”
“I know.”
“I like Helen.”
“I know.”
“But her life is not my ambition.”
“I know.”
“And Costa Verde isn’t either.”
That was the part I had not wanted to hear. “You haven’t seen it.”
“Neither had Harry before he left.”
“He researched it.”
“So have I.”
I looked at her. That surprised me. “You have?”
“Of course.”
“What did you think?”
“Hot.”
“It is.”
“Chaotic.”
“Also.”
“Politics there are ridiculous.”
“Very.”
“Public services are weaker.”
“Some.”
“I’d earn less.”
“Cost of living...”
She held up a hand. “I know the spreadsheet.” Of course she did. “You’ve all made Costa Verde into a symbol.”
“Maybe.”
“To you it’s freedom. To Harry it’s Bitcoin. To Sophie it’s choice. To Malcolm it’s escape. To your mother it’s keeping the family together.”
“And to you?”
“Not home.”
There it was. Simple. Honest. Much harder to argue against than ideology.
I sat back. “What about us?”
Her eyes filled. I hated that. Not because I disliked tears. Because they proved the argument had reached something worth hurting over. “I don’t know.”
“Come with me.”
“No.”
“Why?”
“I just told you.”
“You can work there.”
“I have work here.”
“Common Future.”
“Yes.”
“The government funds it.”
“So?”
“So what happens if...”
She stood. “No.”
“What?”
“Do not do that.”
“Do what?”
“Turn my job into collaboration.”
“I wasn’t.”
“You were about to.”
I stopped. She was right. “Sorry.”
“I help people.”
“I know.”
“Families can’t afford food.”
“I know.”
“People are losing jobs.”
“I know.”
“Older people can’t pay heating bills.”
“I know.”
“And you sit around the kitchen making jokes about government programmes while my colleagues actually help them.”
“That isn’t fair.”
“Neither is telling me everything I do only exists because the government broke something.”
I looked at her. She had heard more than I realised. “Sometimes it does,” I said.
“Sometimes.”
“Yes.”
“But the person who needs food doesn’t care about your Austrian economics.”
“Mine?”
“Harry’s. Yours now. Whatever.”
“Maybe not.”
“She cares whether food arrives.”
“Yes.”
“And we’re making it arrive.”
I nodded. “You’re right.”
That surprised her. “You think I’m right?”
“About that.”
“Oh.”
“I don’t think you’re wrong about everything.”
“Generous.”
“I don’t.”
“Then why can’t you stay?”
Because that was the question. Not why should she leave. Why couldn’t I stay? I thought of Mom’s kitchen. Dad. Malcolm. Harry seven thousand kilometres away. Sophie sleeping in Harry’s room while waiting for a government that had stopped processing departures. The house belonging to Mr Saran. Fourteen point eight six Bitcoin. The backpacks in the garage. The mountain. Maddy. There was no answer that preserved everything.
“Because I don’t think Ardania is going to let us live normally anymore.”
“We’re living normally now.”
I looked around the basement we had eighteen days left to occupy. “Not really.”
“I am.”
That stopped me. She was right. Her life was progressing. Mine had collapsed. The family was leaving. She was being promoted. The same Ardania could be two different countries depending on whose career chart you opened.
“Your life is improving,” I said.
“Yes.”
“And mine isn’t.”
“That isn’t the country’s fault entirely.”
“No.”
“Irv, maybe this is what scares me. Every personal problem has become political in this family.”
I thought about that. There was truth there too. Perhaps crisis encouraged it. If the currency fell, politics. If housing cost too much, politics. If you delayed children, economics. If your marriage failed, culture. Sometimes a marriage was simply two people who wanted incompatible things. No ministry required.
“I still want children,” I said.
“I know.”
“You don’t.”
“I don’t know.”
“That’s been don’t know for years.”
“Yes.”
“Costa Verde?”
“No.”
“Ardania?”
“Yes.”
“Family?”
“You are my family.”
“My parents?”
“Yes.”
“My brothers?”
“Yes.”
“Then...”
“That does not mean I have to follow all of you across a mountain.” I froze. She saw it. “What?”
“Why did you say mountain?”
Her expression changed. “Irv.”
“Who told you?”
“No one.”
“Then why mountain?”
“Because Malcolm is incapable of secrecy.”
Of course. “What did he say?”
“He came downstairs yesterday asking whether we still had the small camping stove because Dad might need two.” I closed my eyes. “He said nothing else.”
“You worked it out.”
“I am not stupid.”
“I know.”
“You’re actually considering it.” I didn’t answer. “Oh my God.”
“Maddy.”
“You are.”
“If the border won’t let us...”
“The border is open.”
I laughed. That was a mistake. Her face hardened. “I’m sorry.”
“No. Apparently it’s funny.”
“It’s not.”
“You all laugh at everything now.”
“Sometimes the alternative is shouting.”
“Maybe you should shout.”
“I might.”
“At least it would sound normal.”
We sat in silence. Above us, I heard footsteps. Family life continuing. Boxes. Packing. Somebody moving furniture. Our deadline ticking in ordinary sounds. Eighteen days.
Maddy finally said, “If you do this, I won’t report you.”
I looked at her. The sentence was so unexpected I didn’t immediately understand it. “I never thought you would.”
“Your family does.”
“No.”
“Your father looks at me differently.”
“Dad looks at everyone differently now.”
“Malcolm stopped talking when I walked into the garage yesterday.”
“Malcolm stops talking only under exceptional circumstances.”
“That isn’t funny.”
“Sorry.”
She wiped her face. “I know what you think of me.”
“What?”
“You think I’m the blue one.”
I said nothing. She laughed bitterly. “See?”
“Maddy…”
“Career. Individual. No children. Government charity. Modern marriage.”
“That isn’t how I think of you.”
“Not entirely.”
“No.”
“Your family is red.”
“Apparently.”
“Parents. Children. Intergenerational household. Everyone moving together.”
“Yes.”
“And I’m outside it.”
“You don’t have to be.”
“There.”
“What?”
“The only way to remain inside is to come.”
I started to answer. Then stopped. Because she was right. The family was moving geographically. Membership suddenly required geography. That wasn’t ideology. It was consequence.
“I don’t know how to solve that,” I said.
“Neither do I.”
“I want you there.”
“I know.”
“I love you.”
“I know.”
“I don’t want to leave you.”
“Then stay.”
Two words. Perfectly reasonable. Impossible.
She looked at me.
“You want me to choose you over everything.”
“No.”
“Yes.”
“My family...”
“Exactly.”
“You’re my wife.”
“And Ardania is my home.”
“So you choose Ardania over me.”
“That’s unfair.”
“Yes.”
“I’m asking you to stay with your wife.”
“And I’m asking you to come with your husband.”
We stared at each other. There was no moral high ground. Only geography. This was what irreconcilable differences actually looked like. Not hatred. Not betrayal. Two people asking each other for the same sacrifice.
Later, we lay in bed. Neither sleeping. I thought about our wedding. Maddy had looked beautiful. Of course. Everyone says that. She had.
I remembered thinking: This is the beginning. I now wondered what she had thought. Perhaps: This continues what we already have. That distinction might explain almost everything.
“Are you awake?” she asked.
“Yes.”
“When?”
“What?”
“When are you leaving?”
“I don’t know.”
“Days?”
“Maybe.”
“We have eighteen.”
“Yes.”
“Before the house?”
“Probably.”
She breathed out slowly. “Will you tell me?”
“Yes.”
“How much before?”
“I don’t know.”
“Hours?”
“No.”
“Day?”
“Probably.”
“Irv.”
“I won’t disappear.”
“Promise.”
“I promise.”
That seemed fair. Perhaps operationally foolish. Humanly necessary.
“And I won’t stop you,” she said.
I turned towards her. “What?”
“I won’t go with you.” My throat tightened. “But I won’t stop you.”
“Maddy.”
“I mean it.”
“Don’t decide now.”
“I’ve decided.”
“That isn’t fair.”
“You’re allowed to decide and I’m not?” No answer. She continued. “I won’t tell anyone. I won’t call anyone. I won’t create some dramatic scene at the border.”
“I never thought you would.”
“Your father might.”
“He won’t.”
“Malcolm definitely might.”
“He’s twenty-one.”
“He thinks I’m practically government.”
“He thinks everyone is practically government.”
“Good.”
She smiled faintly in the dark. “I want you safe.”
“Come with me.”
“No.”
“Please.”
“No.”
I hated the word.
She touched my face. “And I want you to stay.”
“I can’t.”
“I know.”
We remained like that. Close enough to touch. Already separated.
The next morning, Maddy went to work. New acting title. Regional Coordination Lead. Government badge. Laptop. Purpose.
I watched her leave from the front window. Mom came beside me. “Did you tell her?”
“Yes.”
“She coming?”
“No.”
Mom closed her eyes. “I’m sorry.”
“So am I.”
“Did you argue?”
“Yes.”
“Good.”
I looked at her. “Good?”
“Means you still care.”
That was Mom. Simple answers where complicated ones had failed.
“She won’t stop us.” Mom looked at me sharply. “Did you think she would?”
“No.”
“Neither did I.”
That made me feel better.
“Dad?”
“Your father worries.”
“He worries about everyone.”
“He has more time now.” True.
“Malcolm said you checked camping equipment.”
Mom gave me a look. “He has a large mouth.”
“Yes.”
“We’re preparing.”
“For the mountain?” She didn’t answer. “Mom.”
She looked towards the hallway. Then lowered her voice. “Your father thinks it may be the only route.”
There. Confirmed. Not revelation. Confirmation. “How soon?”
“He wants to talk tonight.”
“Everyone?”
“Everyone who is going.”
That phrasing hurt. “Maddy?”
Mom hesitated. “You should decide.”
“She knows we’re leaving.”
“And the route?”
“No.” Mom waited. “I don’t think she should hear the details.”
She nodded. No judgment. That somehow made it worse.
A week earlier, Maddy had been family enough to sit at every planning discussion. Now operational security had created concentric circles. Not because she had betrayed anyone. Because she had chosen not to leave. Circumstances could turn honest people into outsiders without anyone committing a wrong.
I went downstairs before lunch. Maddy had left her coffee mug on the table. Her work papers were gone. The apartment already looked temporary. Boxes against one wall. Books sorted. Clothes partly packed.
We had once hoped to move from this basement into a two-bedroom apartment. Second room for a child. Maybe. Eventually.
The listing near the energy recovery facility was still bookmarked on her computer. Price reduced again. Two bedrooms. Balcony. Small kitchen. Incinerator visible beyond the trees. Our imaginary future had become more affordable precisely because we were no longer going to share it.
I began packing my own things. One box for Maddy. One for donation. One backpack for me. That was harder than expected. A lifetime of ownership reduced to choices. Take. Leave. Take. Leave. Somewhere upstairs, Malcolm was probably delighted by the efficiency. I envied him for being twenty-one.
At the bottom of a drawer, I found our wedding photograph. Maddy laughing. Me looking at her. Not the camera.
I sat on the bed holding it. I still hoped she would change her mind. Of course I did. I had apparently learned nothing.
First I hoped marriage would turn her into my mother. Now I hoped national collapse would. Both were versions of the same arrogance. Madeleine was Madeleine. She had told me who she was. Career mattered. Independence mattered. Ardania mattered.
She did not want children enough to reorganise her life around them. She did not want Costa Verde. She did not want to run. None of this was new. Only the stakes were.
I put the photograph into my backpack. Then took it out. Then put it back. One photograph would not break the mountain.
And there would be a mountain. I no longer needed to pretend otherwise. We had eighteen days left in the house. Fourteen point eight six Bitcoin. One family preparing to cross a border. One marriage already divided by the direction of travel. And somewhere in the garage, Dad’s old hiking boots were waiting.
For the first time, I no longer wondered whether we were leaving Ardania. I wondered which night.
Chapter Eighteen
What Fits in a Backpack
We had thirteen days left in the house when a man named Emil Varner offered us twelve thousand crowns for most of our lives. He was an antique dealer. This description proved generous. Emil dealt in anything old enough to possess resale value and anything new enough that somebody else might want it. Furniture. Paintings. Lamps. Rugs. China. Books. Clocks. Tools. Garden equipment.
My future father-in-law's desk. Helen's dining-room chairs. A grandfather clock that had belonged to Helen's father and had not kept accurate time since approximately the collapse of the old Ardanian currency. Emil wanted all of it. For twelve thousand crowns.
Henry stared at him. “All of it?”
“Everything marked.”
“You marked the dining table.”
“Yes.”
“That table is solid oak.”
“Yes.”
“It cost more than twelve thousand.”
“When?”
“Twenty-three years ago.”
Emil nodded sympathetically. “Then you enjoyed it for twenty-three years.” I liked him immediately. Henry did not.
Emil continued through the sitting room, attaching small yellow stickers to objects he wanted. Sofa. Two armchairs. Sideboard. Coffee table. Cabinet. Floor lamp.
A painting Helen disliked but had kept because her mother liked it. “Not that,” Helen said.
Emil stopped. “You want to keep it?”
“No.”
“Then?”
“I just want slightly more respect while you take it.”
He considered this. “Very nice frame.”
“Thank you.”
Sticker.
We followed him upstairs. I had never seen a house dismantled conceptually before. Everything had always been part of the place. Now objects became individual decisions. Take. Sell. Give away. Leave.
Emil opened Harry's old wardrobe. “Wardrobe included?”
“The wardrobe belongs to the house,” Henry said.
“Built-in?”
“Yes.”
“Then no.”
Henry looked satisfied. At last, something Emil could not buy.
My clothes were inside. Much too many of them, as I was beginning to realise.
Emil entered the guest bedroom. Bed. Chest. Two lamps. Sticker. Sticker. Sticker.
Henry's face grew increasingly pained. At the top of the stairs, he said: “Twelve thousand is ridiculous.”
Emil shrugged. “I remove everything.”
“The dining set alone...”
“You don't have time to sell individually.”
“How do you know?”
“You asked me here.”
Good point. “You take all of it?”
“Everything agreed. Truck. Men. Packing. No auction. No online buyers. No strangers coming here one chair at a time.”
Helen looked at Henry. That mattered. The hacked Bitcoin database still contained their address. Nobody wanted a parade of bargain hunters learning what remained inside.
Emil continued. “Cash or transfer.”
Henry answered immediately. “Cash.”
I looked at him. He noticed. “What?”
“Nothing.”
“Everyone says nothing.”
He had changed remarkably in a month. Three months earlier, Henry would have regarded twelve thousand crowns in cash as evidence of tax avoidance. Now he regarded it as furniture becoming portable.
Malcolm wandered in carrying an old tennis racket. “Will you buy this?”
Emil looked. “No.”
Malcolm appeared offended. “Vintage.”
“Children's racket.”
“Vintage children's racket.”
“No.”
“You lack vision.” Emil moved on.
By the time we returned to the kitchen, his offer had risen to fourteen thousand because Helen had included several pieces of china and Henry had discovered a box of old silverware.
Henry wanted eighteen. Emil offered fourteen-five. Henry said seventeen. Emil said fifteen. They stared at one another.
“Ah,” Malcolm said from the doorway, “now the saw draws closer to the bone.”
Everyone looked at him. “What?” he said.
“Where did you get that?” I asked.
“I read.”
“No, you don't.”
“Occasionally by accident.”
Emil smiled. “Fifteen thousand five hundred.”
Henry looked at Helen. Helen nodded. “Sixteen,” Henry said.
Emil sighed. “Done.”
They shook hands. The entire contents of a family house had been negotiated down to a number smaller than the cost of one of Harry's hypothetical future Bitcoin price moves. It should have felt tragic. Instead, mostly, it felt efficient. That worried me. Perhaps we were already leaving emotionally.
Emil would return in four days with a truck. Four days. Suddenly everything in the house had an expiration date. The dining table. The sofa. The beds. The desk where Henry had read thirty years of government documents. The cabinet containing photographs. The television Malcolm pretended not to watch. The large armchair Henry actually slept in while claiming to read. All going.
“What about the beds?” I asked.
“Last day,” Helen said.
“Emil agreed?”
“He charges extra if we make him come twice.”
“Of course.”
“We're sleeping on camping mats after that.”
I stared at her. “You sound surprisingly calm.”
“I raised three boys.” Fair.
That evening, we had the family meeting. Without Maddy. Nobody said without Maddy. That would have made it worse. Irv simply waited until she left for an evening coordination meeting at Common Future.
At seven forty, Henry closed the kitchen curtains. Malcolm closed the ones in the sitting room. Then he collected everyone's telephones. Henry objected. “Why?”
“Because we're about to discuss committing several offences.”
Helen looked at him. “Malcolm.”
“What?”
“We are discussing travel arrangements.”
“Through a border we're not permitted to cross.”
“Travel arrangements.”
“Fine.”
Malcolm placed the phones in a metal biscuit tin. I looked at him. “Does that do anything?”
“Probably not.”
“Then why?”
“Makes Dad feel better.”
Henry frowned. “It doesn't.”
“Excellent.”
He carried the tin into the hallway. “What about Harry?” I asked.
“I've got him.”
“That sounds sinister.”
“Signal.”
“Harry is on Signal?”
“Now he is.” Malcolm opened a small laptop.
“You told us not to use phones.”
“Different device.”
“Why is this safer?”
“It isn't magically safer. The messages are end-to-end encrypted. We've verified Harry's account separately. Disappearing messages are on.”
Henry looked at him. “Can the government read them?”
“Not by simply asking the service for the message contents.”
“That's not what I asked.”
“If your device is compromised, encryption doesn't save you.”
Henry's expression darkened. “Then why are we using it?”
“Because perfect security doesn't exist and I'd prefer not to organise our illegal emigration over ordinary text messages.”
Helen sat down. “Could we perhaps stop saying illegal emigration?”
Malcolm considered. “Unapproved family relocation.”
“Better.”
“That is literally government language.”
“I know. It makes me feel calmer.”
I liked Helen more every day. Malcolm started the call. Harry appeared. Not video. Audio only. “Everyone there?”
“Yes,” I said.
“Sophie?”
“Here.”
“Hi.”
Just hearing his voice changed something in me. We spoke every day. Sometimes several times. But this was different. This was family business. And Harry was now the person outside. “Hi,” I said.
Malcolm lowered the laptop volume. “Don't use names unnecessarily.”
Harry said: “Malcolm, there are six people in the group.”
“Operational discipline.”
“Fine.”
Henry sat at the head of the table. That seemed inevitable. “I think we need to discuss timing.”
Nobody joked. That was how serious it had become. “We have thirteen days remaining under the occupancy agreement,” he continued. “Furniture goes in four.”
Harry's voice came from the laptop. “Don't use all thirteen.”
“I know.”
That was new too. Henry Vale agreeing not to use the full period permitted by a contract. Civilisation really was ending. “I think we should be gone within a week,” he said.
My stomach tightened. A week. Until then, everything had remained soon. Soon is a comfortable unit. A week is a calendar. Helen said, “Why a week?”
“Because every new rule has made departure harder.”
“Agreed.”
“The Digital Asset rules changed one day after our withdrawal.”
“Yes.”
“National Service rules appeared immediately afterward.”
“Yes.”
“Sophie's review is suspended.”
I looked down. “Yes.”
“And there is no reason to believe we have thirteen safe days simply because Mr. Saran gave us thirteen legal days.”
Malcolm nodded. “Finally.”
Henry looked at him. “Finally what?”
“Nothing.”
“Say it.”
“I was just thinking the family has spent months treating legality like a force field.”
Irv looked at him. “We've discussed this.”
“Yes.”
“And?”
“It didn't work.”
Henry's face tightened. “It got Harry out legally.”
“Yes.”
“Got the Bitcoin out legally.”
“Yes.”
“Sold the house legally.”
“Yes.”
“So it wasn't pointless.”
“No.”
Malcolm leaned forward. “It was useful right up until Sophie.”
Nobody answered. He gestured towards me. “She did everything right.”
I had become Exhibit A. “Every form. Every document. Every stupid review.”
“Yes,” I said.
“And the result is she's still here.”
“Thank you for the summary.”
“Sorry.”
Harry's voice came through. “He's right.”
I hated that. Not because he was wrong. Because Harry being seven thousand kilometres away made agreement more painful.
Malcolm continued. “I think we've all known where this ends.”
Henry looked at him. “Have we?”
“Why did we scan everything?”
“For backup.”
“Why memorise Bitcoin seeds?”
“Security.”
“Why check camping equipment?”
“Preparedness.”
“Why did you remember the Velin trail?”
Henry stopped. Malcolm spread his hands. “Exactly.”
“You make it sound as though I planned this months ago.”
“No. I think you didn't plan it because you didn't want it to be true.”
That one landed. Helen looked at Henry. He looked at the table. Harry said quietly: “Dad?”
“Yes.”
“We don't need to decide whether crossing without permission is philosophically justified.”
Henry frowned. “What do we decide?”
“Whether you are all staying.”
Silence. “No,” Helen said.
First. No hesitation. She looked towards me. “I am not leaving Sophie here.”
My throat tightened. “Thank you.”
“And I am not leaving Malcolm to whatever National Service becomes.”
Malcolm nodded. “Also appreciated.”
“Irv?”
Helen looked at him. He stared at his hands. “Maddy isn't coming.”
We knew. Saying it aloud made it worse. “Does she know you're leaving?” Henry asked.
“Yes.”
“When?”
“Not exactly.”
“Route?”
“No.”
“Good.”
No accusation. Just operational reality. “She said she won't stop me.”
Helen closed her eyes. Irv continued. “I believe her.”
“So do I,” Helen said.
Henry nodded. “So do I.”
That mattered. Maddy remained outside the meeting because she had chosen to stay, not because anyone thought she was evil. Somehow that made her empty chair more visible.
Henry looked towards the laptop. “Harry?”
“I'm ready.”
“For what?”
“Whatever happens on the other side.”
“We don't know which side.”
“I know.”
“We haven't decided route.”
“I know.”
“Or transport.”
“I know.”
“Then what exactly are you ready for?”
“Money. Accommodation. Tickets onward. Lawyers if needed. Whatever I can do from here.”
Henry nodded. He liked tasks. Harry understood his father.
Then came the backpack rule. One each. No suitcase. No wheeled luggage. No small bag in addition. One backpack. Helen objected immediately. “I have a handbag.”
“No,” Malcolm said.
“I always carry a handbag.”
“Then put handbag things in your backpack.”
“That isn't how handbags work.”
“It is now.”
“You have never owned one.”
“Because I have pockets.”
“Women's clothing does not believe in pockets.”
I raised my hand. “True.”
Henry looked confused. “What does that have to do with leaving Ardania?”
“Everything eventually comes back to women's pockets.” Sophie Laurent, revolutionary.
Malcolm wrote: ONE BACKPACK EACH on the paper list.
We had resurrected paper. Apparently analogue technology was useful when planning things you did not want synchronised to a cloud. “Weight?” Irv asked.
“Carryable,” Henry said.
“That isn't a number.”
“Because people differ.”
Malcolm nodded. “Dad's Ministry of Red Tape training is fading.”
“Good.”
“What goes in?” Helen asked.
Documents first. Passports. Identity cards. Birth certificates?
“No,” I said. “Cloud.”
“Originals?” Helen asked.
“Some.”
We discussed. Passports obviously. A few key originals in waterproof sleeves. Everything else scanned. The work we had done, although naturally none of us called it that, suddenly stopped looking paranoid and started looking brilliant.
Encrypted cloud folder. Copies in more than one location. Degrees. Birth certificates. Marriage certificate. House-sale documentation. Pension papers. Medical records. Tax returns. Harry's Costa Verde details. My employment contract.
I looked at my contract. The job I had not been allowed to reach. That annoyed me again.
“Kindles,” Malcolm said.
Henry frowned. “Necessary?”
“Yes.”
“We are crossing a mountain.”
“Eventually we stop crossing it.”
“Weight.”
“Two hundred grams.”
“You know?”
“Approximately.”
I put mine on the keep pile. Harry had convinced me to buy one the previous year. My physical books filled three shelves upstairs. I loved books. The smell. The covers. The stupid habit of buying one while four remained unread. Now almost my entire library fit into something lighter than a paperback. “I'm taking mine,” I said.
Helen nodded. “Me too.”
Henry looked betrayed. “You have a Kindle?”
“Yes.”
“When did you get that?”
“Christmas.”
“I bought you a book.”
“I read that too.”
“I didn't know you had one.”
“You don't know everything about me, Henry.”
He considered this. “Apparently.”
Malcolm added three e-readers to the list. “Dad?”
“No.”
“You can put books on your phone.”
“I prefer paper.”
“Then choose one.”
Henry immediately looked towards the sitting room. We all knew. The enormous history of the Ardanian civil service. Eight hundred pages. Hardback. The book that had spent four years migrating between his bedside table and armchair while progressing approximately sixty pages.
“No,” Helen said.
“I haven't said anything.”
“You looked.”
“I could take it.”
“It weighs two kilos.”
“Less.”
“It has already put you to sleep for four years. It has done enough for this family.”
Malcolm laughed. Harry laughed through the laptop. Even Irv. Henry looked offended. “It is an important historical work.”
“Then history can keep it.”
I loved Helen.
Photographs were harder. We had scanned hundreds. Thousands, perhaps. Harry as a baby. Irv missing front teeth. Malcolm wearing nothing but boots in the garden at age three. Helen's parents. Christmas. Birthdays. Camping. The boys on Mount Velin.
I stopped at one of those. Three boys beside a tent. Harry perhaps fourteen. Irv sixteen. Malcolm small enough that his backpack looked capable of carrying him. Henry behind them, younger, hair darker. Helen had not gone on every trip, but she was in this photograph. Standing beside Henry. All five.
“Take the digital copy,” Malcolm said.
Helen nodded. Then slipped the physical photograph into her document pouch. He saw. “Mom.”
“What?”
“We scanned it.”
“I know.”
“So...”
“One.”
“Mom.”
“One photograph weighs nothing.”
“It weighs something.”
“Malcolm.”
He looked at her. Then at the photograph. “Fine.”
“Thank you.”
“You get one.”
“I am your mother.”
“That is not an unlimited baggage category.”
She put the photograph away. Discussion finished.
Medicines. More complicated. Henry had prescriptions. Helen too. Irv none. Malcolm none. Me, nothing important. We prepared several weeks. Basic first aid. Painkillers. Blister treatment. Dressings. Emergency blanket. Water purification. Sunscreen. Insect repellent.
Henry objected to sunscreen. “You burn,” Helen said.
“I tan.”
“You turn red, complain, then peel.”
“That is not the same.”
“Pack it.”
He packed it. Marriage remained the strongest regulatory regime in the household.
Clothing was brutal. I opened my wardrobe later that evening with Helen beside me. Thirteen days earlier, it contained choices. Now it contained weight. Jeans. Sweaters. Dresses. Shoes. Coats. Work clothes. A dress I had bought for a wedding. Another dress I had bought because it was reduced and had never found an event worthy of the saving.
Helen sat on the bed. “Layers.”
“I know.”
“Not fashion.”
“I know.”
“Good shoes.”
“I know.”
“Two trousers.”
“Two?”
“How many legs do you have?”
“That is not how trousers work.”
“Three?”
“Better.”
“Two.”
“You're ruthless.”
“I raised sons.”
Everything came back to that. Harry's side of the wardrobe remained nearly empty. My side had expanded into some of his. I touched one of his grey T-shirts. He had left several. Identical. No matter what he claimed. I folded one and put it in my backpack.
Helen saw. “Taking it to Harry?”
“Partially.”
“Good.”
On the bed were my new hiking clothes. Malcolm and Irv had helped choose them. Proper boots. Waterproof vest. Thermal layer. Walking trousers. Backpack adjusted for my height. Sleeping bag. Headlamp.
Harry had spoken about taking me camping for years. Not constantly. Just enough that it had become one of those things couples intended to do someday. We should go camping this summer. Then work. Weather. A wedding. A family lunch. Too hot. Too cold. Next month. Next year. We never went. I picked up the boots. Still new. “I wish Harry were here.”
Helen looked at me. “So do I.”
“He always wanted to take me camping.”
“Harry?”
“Yes.”
“He hated camping.”
“What?”
“Complained constantly.”
I stared. “He told me he loved the mountains.”
“He loves them now.”
“He said your trips were some of his best childhood memories.”
“They are.”
“But he complained?”
“Children can enjoy something and complain throughout it. Adults too. Henry has built a personality around the concept.”
I laughed. “He kept saying we'd go.”
“You will.”
“Not like this.”
“No.”
I sat beside her. “I wish we'd done it when it was optional.”
Helen put her arm around me. That was exactly it. Camping should have been a holiday. A tent beside a lake. Harry making coffee. Me discovering whether I truly hated sleeping on the ground. Something we laughed about afterward.
Now strangers had selected my boots for an escape. “I don't know if I can do it,” I said.
Helen looked at me. “Walk?”
“The mountains.”
“You're young.”
“I don't camp.”
“You can walk.”
“Yes.”
“You listen.”
“Usually.”
“You're fit.”
“Reasonably.”
“Then you can.”
“You make everything sound simple.”
“No. I make simple things sound simple. The rest is still awful.”
That was Helen. No motivational speeches required.
Two days later, Emil's men began removing the furniture. This was where the saw really drew closer to the bone. The first stage had been interesting. Planning. Lists. Bitcoin. Hypothetical houses in Costa Verde. Even backpacks possessed a strange adventurous quality while still lying empty.
Then strangers carried Helen's dining table through the front door. The house changed. A room without furniture stops pretending nothing is happening. The outline of the sideboard remained on the wallpaper. Dust where the sofa had been. Indentations in the carpet. The grandfather clock left at eleven twenty-three despite it being two forty in the afternoon.
Emil handed Henry an envelope. Cash. Henry counted it. Twice. “Sixteen thousand.”
“As agreed.”
“Yes.”
Emil looked around. “Anything else?”
Henry stared towards his desk. “No.”
Helen said: “The desk.”
Henry looked at her. “What?”
“You aren't taking it.”
“I hadn't decided.”
“You have one backpack.”
“I cannot put a desk in a backpack.”
“Then you've decided.”
Emil offered another four hundred crowns. Henry looked insulted. “Solid walnut.”
“Five.”
“Eight.”
“Six.”
“Seven.”
Emil sighed. “Six-five.”
“Done.”
Irv whispered to me: “He negotiates harder over the desk than fifteen Bitcoin.”
“Scale is psychological.”
“Apparently.”
By evening, the house echoed. We ate takeaway sitting on camping mats around an empty patch where the table had been.
Malcolm looked around. “This is quite nice.”
Henry stared. “Everything is gone.”
“Minimalist.”
“Do not use estate-agent language in my house.”
“Not your house.”
Henry looked at him. Malcolm immediately reconsidered. “Former house.”
Better.
The next family meeting happened on the floor. Maddy was again at work. That fact had become painful rather than convenient. Harry joined through Signal. Malcolm had changed the disappearing-message timer to one hour. Henry wanted fifteen minutes. Malcolm told him fifteen minutes was impractical for a family that took twenty minutes to agree whether a book was luggage.
The subject was departure. Not whether. When. Henry spoke first. “We leave in five days.”
My stomach tightened. Five. Helen simply nodded. She had already crossed some internal bridge. Irv looked towards the basement stairs. “Have you told Maddy?”
“Not the day.”
“You promised.”
“I know.”
“When?”
“Day before.”
Henry looked unhappy. “I'd prefer later.”
“I know.”
“She won't stop us,” Irv said.
Henry nodded. “I believe you.”
Harry's voice came through the speaker. “Five days gives you time?”
“For equipment,” Henry said.
“Yes.”
“For everything else?”
“Yes.”
“What about transport?”
There it was.
Nobody spoke immediately. Until now, the mountain existed as an abstract destination. Mountains do that beautifully from kitchens. They become less abstract when somebody asks how you reach the bottom.
“Train?” I suggested.
Henry considered. “To where?”
“Nearest town before the trail.”
“Tickets create records,” Malcolm said.
“Everything creates records.”
“True.”
Irv said, “Family of five with large backpacks on a train towards the western border during a travel alert might attract attention.”
Five. Henry. Helen. Irv. Malcolm. Me. The number was strange without Maddy.
“Car,” Helen said.
“Our car is registered,” Henry replied.
“So is every car.”
“Road checks.”
“Train checks too.”
Malcolm said, “We could drive most of the way.”
“And then?” I asked.
He hesitated. “Leave it.”
“The car?”
“Yes.”
Henry looked physically wounded. The car was twelve years old. He had complained about it for eleven. Apparently abandonment restored value. “Where?”
“Somewhere before the mountain.”
“And then somebody finds our car,” Henry said.
“They'll know we left.”
“They're going to know eventually.”
“Eventually matters.”
Harry interrupted. “Don't decide transport on this call.”
Malcolm looked irritated. “Why?”
“Because you don't need to.”
“He's right,” Henry said.
Malcolm looked even more irritated because Harry being right diminished his opportunity.
“We settle it after checking roads and schedules,” Henry continued.
“No messages with specifics.”
“Agreed.”
Harry asked about the Bitcoin. “Seed solid?”
Dad frowned. “Yes. I know them.”
Harry sounded impressed. “Okay.”
Dad smiled. Small victory.
“Mom?”
“Malcolm?”
“Don't insult me.”
“Fine.”
Irv did not know the seed.
That was deliberate. Neither did I. Neither did Sophie. The family had decided Henry, Helen, and Malcolm were enough. Multiple memories. Not everyone. If someone were questioned, ignorance had value too.
I thought of Harry's seed phrase. That one I knew. Harry knew. The words existed in my head alongside birthdays, songs, old addresses, and the smell of his neck. Invisible luggage. The most valuable things we possessed were becoming increasingly impossible to put on scales. Bitcoin. Documents in encrypted storage. Books in cloud libraries. Knowledge. Memory. Trust. Everything else had yellow stickers.
The final packing session happened three days before departure. Five backpacks lined the sitting-room floor. The room contained almost nothing else. Henry. Helen. Irv. Malcolm. Mine.
Each looked simultaneously too large and far too small. We packed. Unpacked. Removed. Repacked.
Helen attempted to add a second pair of shoes. Malcolm removed them. She put them back. He removed them again.
Henry tried adding binoculars. “Why?”
“Useful.”
“For what?”
“Seeing.”
“We have eyes.”
“Binoculars see farther.”
“Then carry them.”
He did. Ten minutes later he removed them voluntarily. Progress through gravity. Irv had packed the wedding photograph. I saw it when his bag opened. He saw me see it. Neither of us said anything.
Malcolm's Kindle went in a waterproof pouch. Mine too. Helen's physical photograph remained. Nobody challenged it. Henry's civil-service history sat abandoned on the floor.
I picked it up. “You really aren't taking it?”
“No.”
“Sad?”
He considered. “No.”
That answer seemed important. “What happens to it?”
“Emil didn't want it.”
That made me laugh. “Library?”
“Tomorrow.”
“Good.”
He looked at the cover. “I spent thirty years inside that system.”
“And four years reading sixty pages about it.”
“Seventy-eight.”
“Sorry.”
He put it in the donation box. That might have been Henry's lightest piece of luggage.
That night, I called Harry privately. Signal. Just us. I lay on a camping mat in our almost-empty room. His room. My room. Former room. The bed had gone that afternoon. “How's the floor?” he asked.
“Romantic.”
“Sorry.”
“Your mother says it builds character.”
“She stole that from Dad.”
“Apparently the Vales have been building character for generations.”
He laughed. “Backpack?”
“Packed.”
“Boots?”
“Broken in.”
“How?”
“Malcolm made me walk around Westbridge Park wearing them.”
“Good.”
“I looked insane.”
“No one notices hiking boots.”
“With office trousers?”
He laughed harder. “I wish we'd gone.”
Silence. “Camping?”
“Yes.”
“I know.”
“You always said we would.”
“I know.”
“You kept putting it off.”
“I know.”
“You hate camping.”
“My mother told you.”
“Yes.”
“Betrayal.”
“She says you complained constantly.”
“I was young.”
“She says you complained at sixteen.”
“Still young.”
“You told me you loved it.”
“I do.”
“Now.”
“Yes.”
I smiled in the dark. “I wish my first camping trip with your family wasn't an illegal border crossing.”
“So do I.”
“Unapproved family relocation.”
“Sorry.”
“Better.”
He became quiet. “Sophie.”
“Yes?”
“I'm scared.”
That surprised me. Harry liked to solve things. Fear usually arrived disguised as analysis.
“Me too.”
“I should be there.”
“No.”
“I know.”
“You being there would make no sense.”
“I know.”
“You're where we need you.”
“I know.”
“Stop knowing.”
“Sorry.”
“Better.”
He breathed. “What are you carrying?”
“Clothes, waterproofs, documents, Kindle, food, sleeping bag, headlamp, your T-shirt.”
“My T-shirt?”
“One.”
“Which?”
“Grey.”
“That doesn't narrow it down.”
“It narrows it down completely.”
“They're different.”
“No.”
He laughed. “Anything sentimental?”
“You.”
“Physically?”
“No.”
“Good. I'm heavy.”
“Very.”
I touched my engagement ring. That was coming. Obviously. “Your ring?”
“Of course.”
“Good.”
“What about you?”
“What about me?”
“Are you ready?”
“Yes.”
“For everyone?”
“Yes.”
“Even Irv?”
“Of course.”
“He's not doing well.”
“I know.”
“Maddy…”
“I know.”
“Don't mention it when you see him.”
“I won't.”
“He still thinks she might change her mind.”
Harry was quiet. “So do I.”
That was kind. Possibly unrealistic. But kind. “When I get there,” I said, “we are going camping.”
“What?”
“Proper camping.”
“You'll have just crossed a mountain.”
“That doesn't count.”
“Why?”
“Government-sponsored.”
He laughed. “We'll go somewhere nice.”
“You promise?”
“Yes.”
“Before children.”
“That's suddenly a deadline.”
“Good.”
“Two?”
“Harry.”
“Stopping.”
For a moment, everything felt normal. A couple planning a future. Then he said: “Three days.”
“Yes.”
“Call me before.”
“I will.”
“And when you're moving...”
“No messages unless necessary.”
“I know.”
“Phone off when Dad says.”
“I know.”
“Listen to him in the mountains.”
“I will.”
“He actually knows what he's doing.”
“Your mother says the same.”
“He used to make us navigate.”
“I've heard.”
“Malcolm once led us in a circle for two hours.”
“He did not mention that.”
“Ask him.”
“I absolutely will.”
“Maybe after you cross.”
“Good point.”
We went quiet again. “I love you,” Harry said.
“I love you too.”
“See you soon.”
Not Monday. Not Wednesday. Not after review. Soon. For the first time, the word felt more reliable than a date.
The following morning, I stood in the empty sitting room. Our five backpacks were against the wall. The house echoed. Sunlight came through windows that no longer had curtains because Emil had bought those too. Outside, Westbridge Park looked exactly the same. People walking dogs. Cyclists. Children. Normal life. That was still the strangest part.
There should have been some visible frontier between ordinary life and escape. There wasn't. You could make coffee in the morning and plan an illegal departure after lunch.
You could donate books. Cancel a dentist appointment. Buy blister plasters. Discuss whether a Kindle counted as essential. A life could change category without changing scenery.
Helen came downstairs carrying something. The family photograph. The mountain one. She tucked it into her backpack. “I thought you already packed your photograph.”
“I changed it.”
“What happened to the other?”
“Scanned.”
“This one is scanned too.”
“I know.”
She looked at it. Henry and three young boys beside a tent. Her at the edge. A family in the mountains before mountains meant anything except holidays. “Why this one?”
She smiled. “Seems appropriate.” Then she put it away.
Malcolm came down behind her. “Backpacks ready?”
“Yes.”
“Dad wants everyone's final weight tonight.”
“Of course he does.”
“Maximum eighteen kilos.”
“He invented a number.”
“He's happier now.”
“I've noticed.”
Henry called from upstairs: “Malcolm!”
“What?”
“The blue dry bag is missing.”
“In the garage.”
“No, it isn't.”
“You put it under the first-aid box.”
Silence. Then: “Found it.”
Malcolm looked at me. “Mountain expert.”
I laughed. It felt good. Necessary. Perhaps humour was also luggage. Weightless. Portable. Something a government could make harder to use but not entirely confiscate.
We had two days left. The house was almost empty. The furniture was gone. The photographs were scanned. The documents were backed up. The Bitcoin was remembered. The books were in clouds. Our future possessions had been reduced to five backpacks standing against a wall. And for the first time, I understood what Harry had meant months earlier when he said we weren't trying to put a life into a backpack. We were carrying the ability to start another one.
Chapter Nineteen
The Mountain
We left the house at four twenty-three in the morning. I had wanted four fifteen. Malcolm had wanted four. Helen said that if the difference between freedom and imprisonment was twenty-three minutes, we had already planned badly. She had a point.
The house was almost completely empty. Five people sleeping on camping mats, five backpacks ready to go. Two mugs in the kitchen because Helen had refused to drink her final coffee from camping equipment.
The refrigerator hummed in a room that no longer contained a table. Our voices echoed. For forty-three years, the house had absorbed sound. Now it gave everything back.
I walked through each room once. Not deliberately. At least, that was what I told myself. Sitting room. Dining room. Kitchen. Hallway. Stairs.
The marks showing the boys' heights were still inside the pantry door. Mr. Saran would own those too. Perhaps he would paint over them. Perhaps not. It no longer mattered. That was what I kept telling myself.
Upstairs, Sophie came down carrying her backpack. Fully dressed. Boots. Walking trousers. Waterproof jacket tied around her waist. Harry's grey T-shirt underneath. She looked surprisingly convincing. “You look like you've done this before,” I said.
“I've watched videos.”
“That is not the same.”
“I also walked around Westbridge Park twelve times.”
“Still not the same.”
“Your confidence is helpful.”
“You'll be fine.”
“Better.”
Helen appeared behind her. Her pack looked slightly too large. “I told you to remove something.”
“I did.”
“What?”
“Toothpaste.”
“You removed toothpaste?”
“Malcolm has some.”
I looked at Malcolm. He nodded. “Shared resources.”
“We are not sharing toothbrushes,” I said.
“No one suggested it.”
“Good.”
Irv was last. He came upstairs from the basement alone. No backpack at first. He stood in the hallway. Looked towards the basement door. Then went back down. No one spoke. When he returned, his pack was on his shoulders. His eyes were red. Maddy was downstairs. Awake. They had said goodbye privately.
I did not ask what had been said. There are things a father has no right to question. Irv looked at me.
“Ready?” He wasn't. Neither was I. We went outside.
I locked the front door. This was ridiculous. We no longer owned the house. We were leaving before the end of our occupancy agreement. We would not return. Nevertheless, I checked the handle twice.
Malcolm watched. “Dad.”
“What?”
“You're locking a house we've sold before escaping the country illegally.”
“Yes.”
“Just checking priorities.”
“Mr. Saran does not deserve to be burgled because we're leaving.”
“Fair.”
I put the key through the letterbox. That was it. Forty-three years. One small metallic sound on the hallway floor.
Helen took my hand. Then let go. “Come on.”
We walked to the car.
The car had been mine for twelve years. A dark blue Ardanian sedan I had complained about almost continuously while maintaining it meticulously. It had one hundred and eighty-six thousand kilometres. Original clutch. Second alternator. Third battery. New tyres six months earlier, which now seemed wasteful.
The boot took three backpacks. Two went on the rear floor. We carried almost nothing else. No suitcases. No boxes. Nothing that looked like emigration.
Five people going hiking. That was the truth. Just not the whole truth. I drove. Helen beside me. The younger three behind. Irv by the window. Sophie in the middle. Malcolm on the other side.
At four thirty-one, we pulled away from the Vale house for the last time. Nobody looked back. Except me. In the mirror. Just once.
Westbridge was almost empty. Traffic lights changed for cars that weren't there. Street-cleaning vehicles moved through the centre. A bakery van stopped outside a shop. The normal machinery of morning began without consulting our crisis.
The radio remained off. Then Malcolm said: “Can we have music?”
“No.”
“Why?”
“I need to concentrate.”
“You've driven this road for thirty years.”
“Not under these circumstances.”
“What circumstances?”
“Malcolm.”
“Fine.”
Ten minutes passed. Then Helen turned on the radio. I looked at her. “What?”
“You've been concentrating for twelve years.”
The government news bulletin began. Of course.
National security authorities continue to monitor Vaskian troop movements along the northern corridor. Citizens are reminded that Ardania's borders remain open and that temporary travel-management measures affect only designated categories.
Malcolm leaned forward. “Good news.”
I turned the radio down. The announcer continued. National Service Readiness registration. Reserve Availability requirements. Fuel conservation. Emergency tariffs. Temporary electricity measures. Support for domestic industry. Everything was temporary. The crisis had now lasted long enough that temporary had become a permanent grammatical category.
At the motorway entrance, a digital sign flashed: TRAVEL RESPONSIBLY Then: REPORT SUSPICIOUS CROSS-BORDER ACTIVITY
I accelerated onto the motorway.
We reached the first police checkpoint shortly after six. No one had mentioned checkpoints. A line of vehicles appeared ahead. Blue lights. Reflective jackets. Two police cars. A portable sign: NATIONAL RESILIENCE TRAFFIC CONTROL
My hands tightened on the wheel. Helen noticed. “Normal.”
“What?”
“Act normal.”
“I am normal.”
“Your hands aren't.”
I loosened them. Behind us, nobody spoke. The line moved slowly. One car was waved through. Another pulled aside. A van opened its rear doors. My mouth became dry.
“What do we say?” Sophie whispered.
“The truth,” I said.
Malcolm made a sound. “Most of it.”
“Mount Velin,” I said. “Hiking.”
“That is literally what we're doing,” Helen said.
“Exactly.”
“Good.”
The officer reached us. Young. Perhaps thirty. He looked through the window. Five people. Hiking clothes. Backpacks visible. “Morning.”
“Morning.”
“Destination?”
“Mount Velin.”
“Hiking?”
“Yes.”
He looked at Helen. Then the back seat. “Trail conditions are poor above fifteen hundred metres.”
“I know.”
“You staying overnight?”
“Yes.”
“How long?”
“Two or three days.”
Again, true. He looked at my identification. Then at the screen in his hand. Longer than I liked. “Henry Vale?”
“Yes.”
“Ministry of Finance?”
My stomach tightened. “Formerly.”
I had decided beforehand not to lie if asked directly. The officer looked at me. “Retired?”
“Administrative leave.”
Helen's hand moved slightly on her lap. The officer did not seem interested. “Right.”
He handed back the identification. “Anyone subject to National Service travel restrictions?”
Silence. Malcolm's breath stopped behind me. The regulation applied to permanent departure. We were still travelling domestically. “Not for domestic travel,” I said.
The officer looked at me. That had sounded like a government employee answering. Which, perhaps, helped. He glanced at Malcolm. Then Irv. “Readiness notices?”
Malcolm answered. “Yes.”
“Submitted?”
“Not yet. Deadline hasn't passed.”
True. The officer nodded. “Stay away from marked military areas. Some trails near the western security zone may close without notice.”
“Understood.”
He waved us through. I drove. Slowly. Thirty metres. Fifty. A hundred. Nobody spoke. Then Malcolm said: “Well, that was horrible.”
Helen breathed out. Sophie laughed. Not because anything was funny. I did too. Irv didn't. He was staring out the window. Maddy had been behind us for less than two hours. Perhaps emotionally, he had not left Westbridge at all.
We drove another five hours. Motorway became national road. National road became mountain road. Towns became villages. Villages became clusters of houses. The western mountains rose ahead. Familiar. That was the strange part. I knew them. Not every path. Not every ridge. But the shape. The dark forest. The pale rock above. Mount Velin farther south. The long western escarpment.
I had brought the boys here because I wanted them to understand that weather mattered more than plans. That carrying your own food changed your attitude towards food. That a map mattered when nothing was signposted. That the world existed beyond roads. It had never occurred to me that I was teaching them how to flee Ardania. Parents rarely know which lessons their children will actually need.
At eleven thirty, we left the main road. No checkpoint. No police. A narrow forestry road climbed through spruce. The car complained. Irv finally spoke. “Where are we leaving it?”
“Farther ahead.”
“You know a place?”
“I remember one.”
“You remember from when?”
“Twenty years ago.”
“That's reassuring.”
“Roads move less than governments.”
Malcolm leaned forward. “That's good.”
“What?”
“Dad joke.”
“It was not a joke.”
“Even better.”
We found the old forestry spur shortly before noon. It was still there. Barely. Overgrown. No sign. No buildings. I drove slowly along it until the track deteriorated into ruts and brush.
Then we stopped. Engine off. Silence. The car ticked as it cooled. Nobody moved. “This is it?” Sophie asked.
“Yes.”
“For the car?”
“Yes.”
“What happens to it?”
I looked ahead. The spur curved towards an old logging hollow hidden below the main track. “We leave it where it won't be obvious from the road.”
Malcolm got out. “So we're abandoning the car.”
“Yes.”
Dad. Car. Twelve years. I found myself touching the steering wheel. Helen noticed. “You hate this car.”
“I dislike aspects of it.”
“You've called it a poorly assembled tax liability.”
“That was after the alternator.”
“You said it before the alternator.”
I removed the keys. We unloaded the backpacks. Then moved the car off the visible track and into the old wooded hollow beyond. Not dramatically. No cliff. No explosion. Just farther than any reasonable person would drive for a picnic.
Branches scraped the doors. The front bumper caught once. Eventually the car sat among young trees and bracken, almost invisible from above.
I switched it off permanently. Malcolm stood beside me. “Want to say goodbye?”
“No.”
“You're stroking the roof.”
I removed my hand. “I was checking damage.”
“We're abandoning it.”
“Still.”
Helen shook her head. We took the registration papers. Nothing else useful remained. I put the keys into my pocket automatically. Then realised how absurd that was.
“What?” Helen asked.
“The keys.”
“Leave them.”
I hesitated. Then placed them beneath the driver's seat. Closed the door. No lock. For twelve years I had never left the car unlocked. Now I walked away from it in a forest. Civilisation had apparently ended at noon.
We started walking at twelve twenty. The first hour was easy. Forest track. Gradual climb. Cool weather. Our packs heavy but manageable.
Sophie walked beside Helen. Malcolm moved ahead and had to be repeatedly told not to. Irv stayed behind me. Too far behind. After ninety minutes, I stopped.
He reached us thirty seconds later. Sweating heavily. “You all right?”
“Yes.”
“You're carrying too much?”
“No.”
“Pack.”
“Dad.”
“Give it.”
He did. I lifted it. Reasonable weight. “This is fine.”
“I told you.”
“You're walking badly.”
He looked at me. “What does that mean?”
“You're using energy unnecessarily. Shorter steps uphill.”
“I know how to walk.”
“So do I. Yet here we are discussing it.”
He looked irritated. Good. Anger was better than absence.
Malcolm returned down the trail. “You okay?”
“Yes.”
“You look terrible.”
“Thank you.”
“Want me to take...”
“No.”
“Fine.”
We continued. Irv remained slow. Not weak. Distracted. Every time we stopped, he looked east. Back. Towards a country containing Maddy.
By three, we reached the first steep section. Sophie surprised me. No complaint. No hesitation. She followed foot placement carefully. Used the poles properly.
Helen climbed as steadily as she had twenty years ago, although slower. Malcolm talked. Constantly. A useful warning signal. If Malcolm stopped talking, something was wrong.
At four thirty, he stopped talking. I turned. “What?”
“Nothing.”
“You don't say nothing silently.”
He pointed. Cloud. Dark grey above the ridge. I looked west. Weather moving faster than forecast. “We stop below tree line.”
“How far?”
“An hour.”
Rain began forty minutes later. Cold. Not heavy. Enough to make every rock slippery. Sophie pulled on her shell. “Harry owes me.”
“For what?” Malcolm asked.
“He promised my first camping trip would involve wine.”
“He always complained about camping.”
“So I've heard.”
“He once tried to bring a pillow.”
“Why is that bad?”
“It was full-size.”
“Sounds sensible.”
I liked Sophie.
We made camp shortly before six in a sheltered clearing beneath the trees. Two tents. Helen and I in one.
Irv, Malcolm, and Sophie in the other.
We cooked on the stove. Freeze-dried stew. I had selected it. Harry's childhood hatred returned instantly through Sophie. She took one bite. “Oh.”
“What?”
“Nothing.”
“You don't like it.”
“No, it's…”
“Food.”
“Technically.”
Malcolm smiled. “Dad considers flavour bourgeois.”
“I do not.”
Helen ate another spoonful. “It tastes exactly as I remember.”
“That isn't praise,” Irv said.
First joke of the day. We all noticed. No one reacted too enthusiastically. He was returning. Slowly. After dinner, we checked the route.
Paper map. Offline map. Compass. The original crossing point lay beyond the upper valley, perhaps another full day's hike. If we moved well, we could reach it by late afternoon tomorrow. Cross before dusk. Drop into Norland. Camp on the other side if necessary.
Harry had flown into Norland that morning. He was waiting in a town several hours west of our expected crossing. He would move closer once we confirmed. Malcolm wanted to message him. “No,” I said.
“We have signal.”
“Not here.”
“Why?”
“Because we don't need to.”
“He'll worry.”
“He knows the plan.”
“What if...”
“Morning.”
Malcolm frowned. “I thought you were becoming rebellious.”
“I am selective.”
Helen looked at me. “That's how it starts.”
I almost laughed.
Night was colder than expected. I barely slept. Every sound became a vehicle. A branch. Wind. Rain. Once, perhaps around two, I heard something mechanical far below. Engine. Then nothing. Could have been forestry. Police. Military. A farmer. Everything becomes threatening when you are doing something you are not supposed to do.
At three thirty, I checked the time. Helen opened her eyes. “You awake?”
“No.”
“Good.”
We both lay there. After a moment she said: “Do you remember bringing them here?”
“Yes.”
“Harry cried the first night.”
“He was ten.”
“He said bears would eat him.”
“There are no bears.”
“We told him.”
“He said that's what bears wanted us to think.”
I smiled in the dark. “Malcolm fell in the stream.”
“Twice.”
“Same stream.”
“Second time was deliberate.”
“I know.”
“Irv was always strongest.”
“Yes.”
We went quiet. “He'll be all right,” Helen said.
I knew she meant Maddy. “I know.”
“You don't.”
“No.”
Neither did she.
Day Two began at six. Rain stopped. Cloud remained. We ate oatmeal. Malcolm complained. This reassured me. Irv was different. Quiet still. But present. He tightened his pack. Checked Helen's straps. Took one of the heavier food bags from her.
“I don't need...”
“I know.”
“Then...”
“Take the win, Mom.”
She did. We climbed. The trail narrowed. Forest became scrub. Scrub became open grass and rock. The old mountain path returned to me in fragments. A stream crossing. A broken stone wall. A shepherd shelter. Not exactly where I remembered. Nothing remains exactly the same. Except perhaps contour lines.
By midday, Irv had moved ahead of Helen and waited at difficult sections. At one rocky climb, he took her hand. She resisted. Then accepted. No discussion. Something in him had changed overnight.
Perhaps grief had exhausted itself enough to leave room for duty. Perhaps he simply needed someone who required him. He was good at that. Always had been. At one thirty, we stopped near an old stone shelter.
Sophie removed her boots. I looked immediately. “Blisters?”
“One.”
“Where?”
“Heel.”
Helen produced the blister kit. Malcolm smiled. “She brought half a pharmacy.”
“And you're alive because women pack things.”
“Fair.”
Sophie looked at me. “How much farther?”
“To the crossing?”
“Yes.”
“Four hours.”
She nodded. No complaint. Harry had chosen well. Or perhaps she had.
At three forty, we first saw the border ridge. A shallow saddle between two rocky shoulders. Beyond it, Norland. Invisible from here except as another set of mountains. My heart accelerated. Not from climbing.
The old trail descended slightly, crossed a stream and climbed towards the saddle. We moved more slowly. No one needed instruction. Even Malcolm stopped talking. A kilometre below the crossing, I saw something that had not been there twenty years ago. White canvas.
I raised my hand. Everyone stopped. “Down.”
We moved behind a low rise. I took the binoculars I had eventually packed after all.
Malcolm noticed. “You brought them.”
“Quiet.” I looked. Vehicle. Then another. Canvas shelter beside the trail. Temporary barrier. Four people in uniform. Possibly five.
One standing near the path. Another beside a portable antenna mast. Ardanian security. The crossing was guarded.
I lowered the binoculars. Helen read my face. “No?”
“No.”
“How many?” Irv asked.
“Enough.”
“Can we wait until dark?”
I looked again. Lights. Generator. The post was not going home for dinner. “No.”
Malcolm whispered: “Maybe they only check people coming through the trail.”
“That's us.”
“Technically we're hikers.”
“With five full packs, after a closure order.”
“Right.”
Sophie sat against the rock. “What now?”
That was the question. Everything we had planned narrowed to a canvas shelter and two government vehicles.
I opened the map. The nearest alternative crossing was south. Farther than I liked. An old route over Serrin Ridge. Not an official trail for most of the upper section. Seven or eight kilometres back down before turning south. Then another climb. We would not reach Norland today.
Helen saw where I was looking. “How far?”
“Too far for tonight.”
“So another camp.”
“Yes.”
“Still in Ardania.”
“Yes.”
Malcolm looked towards the guarded pass. “The border remains open.”
No one laughed. Not yet.
We backed away. Slowly. Nobody spoke until the security post disappeared behind the ridge. Then Malcolm said: “Is this the part where we become criminals?”
“We already are,” Irv said.
That surprised me. He continued walking. A kilometre later, we stopped where intermittent mobile signal returned. We needed Harry. For the first time since leaving the car, we switched on one phone. Malcolm's.
Signal messages arrived instantly. Harry. Three. Status? You should be near ridge. Answer when safe.
Malcolm typed: Original crossing blocked. Rerouting south. Add one day. Pickup must move.
We waited. Three dots appeared. Then: Understood. I Can Move. Send new general area when you know it. Do not rush.
Helen read over Malcolm's shoulder. “He sounds like you.”
I looked at her. “That's worrying.”
Another message: Sophie Ok?
Sophie took the phone. Yes. Your camping food is terrible.
Immediate reply: I told you.
Then: Love you.
She typed: Love you too. Moving.
Phone off. Backpack. Walk.
The reroute was worse than the original climb. We lost altitude first. This offended Malcolm. “We've spent two days going up.”
“Mountains rarely consult efficiency targets.”
“We're going backwards.”
“We're going around.”
“Same altitude effect.”
“Walk.”
By six, everyone was tired. Including me. Serrin Ridge remained above us. Too far. We found another forest shelf and camped.
Second night. Still Ardania. That mattered psychologically. The first night had felt like a journey. The second felt like failure. We should have been across. Harry should have been moving towards us. Instead we were sleeping on our country's side of an invisible line because men with rifles occupied the obvious path.
Dinner was noodles. Better than stew. Sophie praised them so extravagantly I suspected insult. Irv ate quietly. Then he took out his wedding photograph. Not hidden. Just looked at it. No one said anything. After a while he put it back.
Malcolm stared into the stove flame. “What if they find the car?”
“Eventually they will,” I said.
“When?”
“I don't know.”
“And when they do?”
“They know we're missing.”
“We are already missing.”
“Yes.”
“Saran will know eventually.”
“Yes.”
“Maddy knows.”
Irv looked up. “She won't say where.”
“She doesn't know where,” Malcolm said.
Irv nodded. That was why. The less she knew, the less she could be asked.
“Phones?” Helen said.
“Off,” Malcolm replied.
“Good.”
We sat in darkness. Then distant lights moved along a road far below. Three vehicles. Perhaps ordinary. Perhaps not. They stopped. Then continued. No one breathed properly until they disappeared.
Sophie whispered: “Is this what camping is usually like?”
“No,” I said.
Malcolm answered at the same time: “Pretty much.”
She laughed. Very quietly. The tension broke just enough. Helen said: “Harry owes you a proper trip.”
“Yes.”
“Somewhere with toilets.”
“Please.”
“Wine,” Sophie said.
“Absolutely.”
I looked at Malcolm. “You never asked for wine.”
“I was twelve.”
“Exactly.”
I slept even less the second night. At four fifteen, I gave up. Stars. Cold. No wind. Perfect crossing weather. If such a thing existed.
I woke everyone at four thirty. Helen complained. Malcolm did not. That was how I knew he was frightened. We packed in darkness. No breakfast beyond bars and water. At five twelve, we were moving.
Serrin Ridge turned out to be steeper than the map suggested. Maps are honest about height. Less honest about how height feels. The trail disappeared twice. We found it again. Then abandoned it entirely for a broad rocky shoulder leading towards the upper ridge.
Nothing technical. No climbing equipment. Just relentless incline. Sophie climbed steadily. Helen slower.
At one section the path crossed loose scree. Helen slipped. Irv caught her arm before I reached her. “Got you.”
“I'm fine.”
“I know.”
He stayed beside her anyway. Later, when the slope steepened, he took her backpack.
“No.”
“Yes.”
“You have your own.”
“I know.”
“I can carry it.”
“I know.”
“Then why...”
“Mom.”
She stopped. He took it. For forty minutes he climbed with both. The man who had barely made it through Day One now moved like the boy I remembered. Strong. Determined. Useful.
Grief had not left him. It had changed shape. At the top of the first shoulder, he handed the pack back. Helen kissed his cheek. He pretended to hate it. Normality. Briefly.
At ten, Serrin Ridge came into view. The border followed the high ground somewhere ahead. No fence. No obvious markers from this side. That should have reassured me. It didn't. We moved through scattered rock and low vegetation. No trees now. Exposure. Too much visibility. I used the binoculars. Nothing.
Then movement lower down. Two figures. Far away. Uniforms perhaps. Walking along a service track below the ridge. We stopped. Waited. They disappeared behind rock. Five minutes. Ten. Nothing. We moved again. Twenty minutes later, the sound of an engine. Everyone down.
A small patrol vehicle appeared on the lower track. It moved slowly. Stopped. My heart pounded. Nobody spoke. The vehicle remained stationary. One minute. Two. A door opened. Someone got out. Raised binoculars. Not directly towards us. Scanning the slope.
We were behind a line of rocks, but there was no real cover. Helen's hand found mine. Sophie lay completely still. Malcolm's face had finally lost all humour.
The patrolman looked. Turned. Looked again. I became aware of every ridiculous detail. My breathing. My knee on a sharp stone. A fly near my ear. The weight of fifteen Bitcoin existing nowhere physically around us. We could lose almost everything except the thing we had once thought hardest to move.
The patrolman lowered the binoculars. Spoke to someone. Got back into the vehicle. It drove on. We did not move for five full minutes. Then Malcolm whispered: “I hate camping.”
Sophie buried her face against her sleeve to stop laughing. I almost did too. Relief does strange things.
We continued higher. The old map showed a boundary marker near the ridge. Stone. Numbered. I had never visited it.
At eleven thirty, Malcolm found it. Not through navigation. By tripping over it. “Found the border.”
I hurried forward. A rectangular stone protruded from the ground. Weathered. One side marked A. The other N. Ardania. Norland.
That simple. No wall. No barbed wire. No immigration officer. No gate. A stone. The line itself existed only because governments agreed it did.
I looked west. Norland valley beyond. Forest. Roads far below. A cluster of buildings. Freedom looked disappointingly similar to geography. “We're here?” Sophie asked.
“Almost.”
“Almost?”
“We still need to move along the ridge before crossing.”
“Why?”
I pointed. The direct descent on the Norland side was too exposed. A better route lay farther south where vegetation returned. We continued. One kilometre. Maybe more. Every metre became harder psychologically because the line was beside us. Freedom perhaps twenty steps away. But crossing at the wrong point could leave us visible on an open slope for an hour.
Malcolm complained. “Surely illegal border crossing should be less bureaucratic than legal border crossing.”
“This is geography, not bureaucracy.”
“Same feeling.”
At twelve fifteen, we reached a shallow notch. Low rock. Scrub on the Norland side. No patrol track below. No vehicles. No voices. I checked once. Twice. Then sat. “We wait ten minutes.”
Malcolm stared. “For what?”
“To listen.”
“We've spent three days...”
“Ten minutes.”
He sighed. We listened. Wind. Birds. Nothing human. Eight minutes. Nine. At ten, I stood. “Go.”
Sophie looked at me. “That's it?”
“Yes.”
“Just walk?”
“Yes.”
Malcolm stepped first. Of course. One stride. Then another. He crossed the invisible line. Norland. He turned. “Feels similar.”
“Move.”
Helen crossed next. Sophie after. Then Irv. I remained. Last. That felt right. I stood on the Ardanian side of the stone. For thirty years, I had believed rules were civilisation. Without rules, power belonged to whoever was strongest.
Contracts mattered. Law mattered. Borders mattered. Taxes mattered. Procedures mattered. I still believed most of that. That was the strange part. I had not become an anarchist. I had not concluded that laws were meaningless. I had concluded something much narrower and much more dangerous to the man I used to be: A law could cease deserving obedience.
Not because I disliked it. Not because it inconvenienced me. Because its purpose had reversed. The state existed to protect the citizen under law. That was what the old civil-service history said. Now the citizen existed to preserve the state.
Our money. Our movement. Our careers. Our children. Our bodies if mobilisation came. The rules had not disappeared. They had become tools for making departure impossible. Technically, I was committing an offence. Unauthorised departure during a national-security emergency. Potential evasion of Departure Integrity measures. Possibly something involving National Financial Resilience because our wealth had already left ahead of us. Thirty years earlier, I would have considered a man doing what I was doing irresponsible. Possibly criminal. Maybe he was.
I looked back towards Ardania. Nothing dramatic. No flag. No skyline. Mountains.
Somewhere beyond them: our old house; the ministry; the bank; Maddy; the park; thirty years; almost everything I had known.
I felt no hatred. That surprised me. Sadness. Anger. Shame perhaps. But no hatred.
Helen called softly: “Henry.”
I turned. She stood in Norland. Waiting. I stepped across. That was all. One step. No alarm. No thunder. No official message. Nothing changed except jurisdiction. Malcolm looked at me. “You're an illegal emigrant.”
“Keep walking.”
He smiled. “Just making sure you noticed.”
I had.
We descended quickly. Not running. Running with packs downhill is a good way to convert political problems into orthopedic ones. But quickly.
Tree cover returned after half an hour. Only then did I let everyone stop. Helen sat against a tree. Sophie beside her. Irv drank half a bottle of water without speaking.
Malcolm switched on his phone. I nearly told him not to. Then remembered. Different country. He waited for signal. One bar. Then two. Messages arrived.
First, automatically: WELCOME TO NORLAND, ROAMING CHARGES MAY APPLY
Malcolm showed me. “Freedom.”
I looked. “It appears expensive.”
“Nothing's perfect.”
Sophie laughed. Then Signal connected. Harry: Status?
Malcolm typed: Across. South of original route. Descending. Need new pickup.
The reply arrived within seconds.
Thank god. I’m moving south. Send general area when you reach road access. Do not rush descent.
Then another: Sophie?
She took the phone. I'm here.
Three dots. Stopped. Again. Finally: I love you.
She typed: You owe me a camping trip.
His reply: Anything.
She smiled. Then wiped her eyes.
Nobody commented. Irv looked away. Maddy. Always present through absence.
We still had hours to walk. The pickup point had moved. Harry had been waiting near the original valley. Now he would have to drive south while we descended towards a different road. Nothing was finished. We had to reach him. We had to get out of the mountains. We had to get to Costa Verde.
We had to discover whether fifteen Bitcoin could really become another family life. But the direction had changed. For three days, every step had taken us away from something. Now we were walking towards someone.
Helen stood. “How far?”
I checked the map. “Three hours, perhaps four.” She groaned.
Malcolm said: “Only four?” Everyone looked at him. “What?”
“You've complained for three days,” I said.
“Yes, but now we're free to complain.”
That made Helen laugh. Then Irv. Then Sophie. Finally me.
We put the backpacks on. Irv tightened Helen's shoulder strap without being asked. Sophie adjusted her new boots. Malcolm led until I told him not to. Again. Some things survive regime change.
We began descending towards the Norland valley. Behind us, Ardania disappeared gradually behind the ridge. Ahead, somewhere beyond the forest and roads, my son was coming to meet us.
I had crossed a national border illegally at fifty-eight years old. Abandoned my car. Sold my house. Lost my government career. Possibly lost my pension. Converted almost everything I owned into a form of money I had spent years ridiculing. And slept two nights on the ground. I considered the evidence. Harry was going to be insufferable. That, at least, felt reassuringly normal.
Chapter Twenty
The Other Side
I had been driving for two hours when I saw the drones. Not flying. Not yet. They were being unloaded from the back of a dark van beside a border-police post on the Ardanian side of the valley.
Four of them. Large quadcopters. Black. The sort of machines that looked sinister even if they were delivering pizza.
I slowed automatically. The road I was on ran several kilometres inside Norland, but for stretches the valley opened enough to see the Ardanian frontier on the opposite slope. Two police vehicles. A temporary communications mast. Officers moving around. One man carrying what looked like a drone-control case.
My stomach tightened. I had been driving towards the revised pickup point since Malcolm's message. Across. South of original route. Descending. Need new pickup.
Across. That was the important word. They were in Norland. Safe. Or safer. But mountains did not read text messages. Neither did border patrols.
I kept driving. The rental car was ridiculous. Eight seats. Black. Long enough to require planning before entering a roundabout. I had asked for something large enough for five exhausted hikers, five backpacks, and me. The rental agent had shown me what appeared to be a vehicle designed for minor diplomatic evacuations.
“Perfect,” I'd said.
He looked at me. “For six people?”
“Yes.”
“You have luggage?”
“Backpacks.”
He looked at the car. Then at me. “You could bring twelve.” I took it anyway.
For weeks, I had been unable to do anything useful. Sophie called. I listened. Sophie waited. I watched portals. I researched regulations from another country. I sent links. I booked refundable flights. I moved flights. Cancelled flights. Booked them again.
For a while I had become extremely efficient at arranging journeys nobody was allowed to take. Now, finally, there was something I could do. Drive. So I drove too fast.
The first pickup point was no longer useful. Dad had rerouted south after finding the original crossing guarded. They were descending towards a forestry road north of a village called Ressen. I had never heard of Ressen. Three hours earlier, it had become the most important place in Europe.
Malcolm had sent a general location before switching the phone off again. No exact trail. Dad insisted on that. I approved. Mostly. The practical consequence was that I had approximately six kilometres of roadside where my family might appear.
I reached the northern end at twelve thirty. Nothing. Drove south. Nothing. Turned around. Nothing. I parked near a lay-by. Waited twelve minutes. Drove again. Nothing.
The road curved through forest. Occasional farmhouses. A petrol station. A bus stop. A sign advertising local cheese. Normal country. Normal afternoon.
My family was somewhere in the trees. I checked the phone. No messages. Signal group silent.
Last message from Malcolm: Descending. 3-4 Hours.
Four hours had passed. I told myself mountains were slow. Then: Five hours. Still nothing.
At the next turn, two Norland police cars passed me heading north. I watched them in the mirror. Probably ordinary patrol. Probably.
Ten minutes later, another police vehicle. I imagined the Ardanian authorities reporting illegal crossings. Norland assisting. Joint security operations. Arrests. Questions. Extradition.
I knew almost none of this was likely. Fear does not require probability. It requires material. I had plenty. I pulled into the petrol station. Bought coffee. Checked my phone. Nothing. Returned to the car. A local man filling a tractor stared at the vehicle. Perhaps because I had rented a small bus to collect five hikers. Perhaps because I looked insane. Both fair. I drove south again.
At two forty-seven, I saw movement beside the trees. One person. Grey-green jacket. Backpack. I slowed. The figure emerged onto the verge. Sophie. Everything inside me stopped. I pulled over so badly that one wheel went onto the grass. Opened the door.
She was already dropping her backpack. We didn't run. People in films run. After three days walking over mountains, apparently people do not. She took perhaps four fast steps. I took six. Then she was in my arms. No speech. Nothing useful existed to say. I held her. She held me.
She smelled like sweat, rain, smoke and three days outdoors. Best thing I had ever smelled. “You're here,” I said.
Brilliant. Weeks of separation. Government restrictions. Illegal mountain crossing. That was what I produced. You're here.
“Yes.”
She buried her face against my shoulder. I felt her shaking. Maybe crying. Maybe exhaustion. Probably both. I kissed her hair. Then forehead. Then mouth. She laughed while crying. “You smell terrible,” I said.
Behind her, someone said: “Could we perhaps complete the reunion after putting these down?”
Dad. I looked up. They were all there. Mom. Dad. Malcolm. Irv. Five backpacks. Dirty clothes. Sunburn. Exhausted faces. They looked terrible. I had never been happier to see anyone.
Mom reached me first. She hugged me so hard I almost lost Sophie. “You made it.”
“So did you.”
“Your father nearly killed us.”
Dad was behind her. “I did not.”
“Freeze-dried stew.”
“That is not attempted murder.”
Malcolm dropped his backpack onto the grass. “Debatable.”
Then he hugged me. Not our normal brother hug. A real one. Longer. “Nice car,” he said into my shoulder.
“I rented big.”
“You rented a hearse for a basketball team.”
“You want to walk to the airport?”
“Beautiful car.”
Irv came next. He looked older than he had two weeks earlier. Not physically. Something around the eyes. We hugged. “You okay?”
“No.”
“Fair.”
He nodded. Nothing more. Maddy was not there. We both knew why.
Finally Dad. We stood facing each other. He looked filthy. Beard coming in. Old mountain jacket. Mud on his trousers. Former senior Ministry of Finance official turned illegal border crosser.
I expected a handshake. He hugged me. Long. Then stepped back. “You were right.”
I looked at him. “About what?”
He pointed at me. “Don't ruin it.”
I smiled. “Yes, Dad.”
That was enough.
The rental car swallowed everyone. Backpacks in the rear. Mom and Dad in the middle row. Irv and Malcolm behind. Sophie beside me.
Technically there were better seating arrangements. None were under consideration. Her hand stayed on my leg for the first twenty kilometres. Mine stayed over hers whenever road conditions permitted.
Dad inspected the dashboard. “What does this cost?”
I looked at him. “You just crossed a mountain illegally.”
“That doesn't make car rental free.”
“Can we postpone fiscal responsibility?”
“How much?”
“Dad.”
“Harry.”
“Two hundred eighty a day.”
His face changed. “Two hundred eighty?”
“It seats eight.”
“There are six of us.”
“I didn't know how much luggage you'd have.”
“Backpacks.”
“I know that now.”
Mom leaned forward. “Henry, we have fifteen Bitcoin.”
“Fourteen point eight six.”
She slapped his shoulder. “Choose marriage.”
Malcolm laughed from the back. I looked at Sophie. “What?”
“Nothing.”
“You're smiling.”
“Your family is exactly the same.”
“That good?”
“Very.” She squeezed my hand.
The road opened ahead. Norland. No checkpoints. No exit permits. No National Interest Determination. No one asking why six people were driving towards an airport. After everything, the absence of bureaucracy felt suspicious.
“Airport?” Dad asked twenty minutes later.
“Yes.”
“Today?”
“Yes.”
Everyone became quiet. I had perhaps overestimated the amount of information Malcolm had conveyed. “What do you mean today?” Mom asked.
“I bought flights.”
“For everyone?”
“Yes.”
“To Costa Verde?”
“Yes.”
“When?”
“Tonight.”
Malcolm leaned forward between the seats. “You bought five tickets without knowing whether we crossed?”
“Refundable.”
“Expensive.”
Dad said, “Obviously.”
I looked in the mirror. “Would you prefer to remain near the Ardanian border?”
“No,” Dad said.
“Then perhaps we can criticise my travel budget in Costa Verde.”
“Reasonable.”
“How many flights?” Sophie asked.
“Three.”
She stared. “Three?”
“Norland to Gallia. Gallia to San Aurelio. San Aurelio to Puerto Alba.”
“How long?”
“Don't ask.”
“How long?”
“Twenty-six hours if everything connects.” Malcolm groaned.
Mom said, “We just walked across a mountain for three days.”
“Exactly. Sitting down will be refreshing.”
“You have become an optimist.”
“I live in Costa Verde now.”
Sophie leaned against me. “Do we have time to shower?”
“No.”
Everyone protested. “There are airport bathrooms.”
“That is not a shower,” Mom said.
“There's a lounge in Gallia with showers.”
Dad looked at me. “Lounge?”
“Yes.”
“How much?”
“Don't.”
I had booked an aparthotel in Puerto Alba. Not for Sophie. She was coming home with me.
“For the rest of you,” I explained, “there's an aparthotel on my street.”
“How close?” Mom asked.
“Maybe eighty metres.”
“Bedrooms?”
“Two.”
“Bathrooms?”
“Two.”
“Kitchen?”
“Yes.”
Dad said, “Cost?”
Everyone shouted: “Dad!”
He looked offended. “What? We need to know.”
I continued. “Two bedrooms and a convertible couch.”
Malcolm immediately said: “I am not taking the couch.”
Irv looked out the window. “I'll take it.”
“No,” Mom said.
“I don't care.”
“You've slept on the ground for two nights.”
“Three.”
“Exactly.”
“I'll take the couch.”
Malcolm said, “Fine.”
Mom turned around. “You are taking the couch.”
“What?”
“Irv gets a room.”
“Why?”
Mom gave him the look. Malcolm surrendered. “Fine.”
Dad said, “Your mother and I share one room.”
“I had assumed.”
“And Irv the second.”
“Yes.”
“Malcolm couch.”
“Yes.”
“Good.”
“That was my original plan.”
“Then why did we discuss it?”
“This family.”
Sophie whispered: “You missed them.”
“I really did.”
We stopped once at a roadside service station. Food. Toilets. Water. Nobody wanted to sit longer than necessary. It was strange. Three days of hiking and everyone wanted distance more than rest.
Dad watched the car park while eating a sandwich. “You can stop,” I said.
“What?”
“Looking for police.”
“I wasn't.”
“Yes, you were.”
He looked around again. “I don't know what Norland does with illegal entrants.”
“You have passports.”
“That doesn't answer the question.”
“I checked.”
That got his attention. “And?”
“Norland doesn't require Ardanian citizens to obtain visas for short stays. You entered outside an official checkpoint, which is technically an immigration violation, but you're legally admissible. We're going directly to the airport.”
“Could they stop us?”
“In theory.”
Malcolm appeared beside us carrying crisps. “Sure, it works in real life…”
Dad pointed. “No.”
Malcolm smiled. “…but does it work in theory?”
Dad looked at me. “Your brother has become intolerable.”
“Become?”
“Fair.”
I had spoken to a Norland immigration lawyer before driving north. A forty-minute consultation. Expensive. Worth it. His advice had been remarkably practical. Get them away from the border. Carry passports. Do not volunteer complicated stories unless questioned. If detained, call him. He had given me a mobile number.
I did not tell Dad the cost. Personal development. We got back into the car.
On the drive Dad remained awake. Of course. He watched the landscape. After a long silence he said: “Harry.”
“Yes?”
“The Bitcoin.”
“What about it?”
“Still there?”
“Yes.”
“You're sure?”
“Yes.”
“How?”
“It's on the blockchain. We don't need to touch anything now.”
“The device?”
“With you?”
He patted his backpack.
“Seed?”
“In my head.”
Mom, apparently not asleep, said: “Mostly.”
Dad looked at her. “I know all twelve.”
“Word seven?”
He turned. “We are not doing this in the car.”
I smiled. “We'll sort everything when we get home.”
He looked at me. “Home.”
“Yes.”
“My apartment first. Then the aparthotel. Then we find the family house.”
“Five Bitcoin,” Mom said.
Dad sighed. “Apparently.”
“Pool,” she added.
“We are not buying a pool.”
“It comes with the house.”
“We haven't found the house.”
“We've seen listings.”
“You've seen photographs.”
Sophie opened one eye. “Some had terrible balconies.”
Dad stared at her. “You're awake?”
“Only for architectural emergencies.”
Then she went back to sleep. Everything was going to be fine. Not easily. Not immediately. But that was the first moment I actually believed it.
The airport appeared shortly after seven. Big. Bright. Ordinary. Planes taking off. People pulling suitcases. Families arguing over check-in counters. Business travellers looking irritated by existence. Beautiful.
I parked the rental car and turned off the engine. No one moved. Not fear this time. Exhaustion. “We're here,” I said.
Malcolm opened his eyes. “Costa Verde?”
“Norland airport.”
“Wake me in Costa Verde.”
“You need to walk.”
“Authoritarian.”
We unloaded. Five backpacks. My small suitcase. That was the entire visible property of six adults.
Mom looked at the airport entrance. “No suitcases.”
“You complained about that three days ago,” Dad said.
“I know.”
“Now?”
She adjusted her backpack. “Seems sensible.” Progress.
Inside, the departure screens showed flights across Europe and beyond. Nobody knew us. Nobody cared. We stood in line for check-in. When it was our turn, the airline employee took our passports one by one. Vale. Vale. Vale. Vale. Laurent. She typed. Printed boarding passes. No questions about Departure Compliance. No National Service. No Permanent Residency Intent. No Civic Benefit Reconciliation. She handed the passports back. “Have a pleasant journey.”
Dad stared at her. She looked uncertain. “Sir?”
“Nothing.”
I knew exactly what he was thinking. One sentence. Have a pleasant journey. After months of forms designed to determine whether adults deserved permission to move, freedom turned out to have remarkably little paperwork.
Security took fifteen minutes. Dad's hardware wallet attracted no attention. Neither did five passports. Neither did hiking boots. Neither did one family carrying almost everything it still owned.
On the other side, Malcolm stopped. “That's it?”
“Yes.”
“No interview?”
“No.”
“No secondary review?”
“No.”
“No questions?”
“No.”
He looked disappointed. “I prepared answers.”
“Save them for customs.”
“Good.”
Mom pointed towards a café. “Food.”
Nobody argued. We found a table near the gate. Sandwiches. Coffee. Beer for Irv.
Dad objected. “You're dehydrated.”
Irv looked at him. “I crossed a mountain and left my wife.”
Dad nodded. “Beer.” Irv drank.
For the first time since I'd seen him emerge from the trees, he almost relaxed. Mom leaned against Dad. Malcolm charged his phone. Sophie rested her head on my shoulder.
The boarding gate displayed: ON TIME
I stared at those two words. On time. Such an ordinary promise. I had missed ordinary promises.
Sophie looked up. “What?”
“Nothing.”
She smiled. “You've become your father.”
“Don't say that.”
“Too late.” I kissed her.
Mom pretended not to notice. Dad genuinely tried not to. Progress on all sides.
The boarding announcement began. People stood. Collected bags. Presented passports. Walked towards the aircraft. Simple.
I looked around the table. My family. Dirty. Exhausted. Reduced to backpacks. Still together. Mostly.
Maddy's absence sat quietly beside Irv. Nothing could make that disappear. But we had reached the other side. Not Costa Verde yet. Not home. But beyond the place that had tried to turn citizenship into permission.
Dad stood and put on his backpack. Malcolm groaned. “Again?”
“One last time today.”
“We have three flights.”
“Don't ruin it.”
Malcolm looked at me. “He's stealing his own line now.”
Dad ignored him. We joined the boarding queue. Sophie took my hand. “Take me home.”
I squeezed it. “That's the plan.”
And for the first time in a very long while, the plan did not require anyone's approval.
Chapter Twenty-One
Five Bitcoin
We arrived in Costa Verde dressed for an Alpine rescue. This became obvious approximately thirty seconds after the airport doors opened. Puerto Alba was thirty-one degrees. Humid. Bright. Palm trees. Men in shorts. Women in summer dresses. Children wearing sandals. And six people emerging from international arrivals in hiking boots, long trousers, waterproof jackets, and backpacks large enough to suggest we had crossed a continent on foot. Which, emotionally, we had.
Malcolm stopped outside. “Oh.”
I looked at him. “What?”
“I may have overdressed.”
“You?”
“All of us.”
Henry was already removing his jacket. “This climate is unreasonable.”
Harry laughed. “You've been here twelve seconds.”
“I'm sweating.”
“You crossed a mountain.”
“In appropriate weather.”
Sophie had taken off her waterproof jacket and tied it around her waist. “This is humiliating.”
Harry kissed her. “You look beautiful.”
“I look like I'm about to establish base camp.”
“You still look beautiful.”
“That was the correct answer.”
I looked down at my boots. Three days in the mountains. Twenty-six hours of airports. Three flights. At that point I had stopped caring what anybody thought. Apparently there was a point beyond embarrassment. Exhaustion lived there.
Harry led us towards the taxi area. “There's a department store around the corner from my apartment.”
Henry stopped. “Today?”
“No.”
“Good.”
“Tomorrow.”
“Also no.”
“You can't wear mountain trousers indefinitely.”
“Why not?”
Malcolm pointed at him. “This from the man who used to complain about my clothes.”
“Those were different circumstances.”
Harry smiled. “Dad, you own fifteen Bitcoin. Buy shorts.”
“Fourteen point eight six.”
I slapped his arm. “Costa Verde has not improved you.”
The aparthotel was exactly as Harry had promised. Eighty metres from his building. Two bedrooms. Convertible sofa. Kitchen. Air conditioning. Two bathrooms.
Malcolm walked straight to the sofa and flopped down. “This is surprisingly comfortable.”
Irv put his backpack beside one bedroom. Malcolm sat up. “Wait.”
“No.”
“We should rotate.”
“No.”
“I've been reconsidering.”
“You're on the sofa,” I said.
“Mom...”
“You're twenty-one.”
“What does that have to do with spinal health?”
“Everything.”
Henry was standing near the air-conditioning control. “What temperature?”
“Twenty-two,” Harry said.
“That's freezing.”
“You were complaining about the heat.”
“There should be a reasonable middle ground.”
“Twenty-four?”
“Twenty-five.”
Malcolm said: “Welcome to Costa Verde. First family negotiation: thermostat.”
I looked at Harry. “You said freedom.”
“I oversold it.”
Sophie was standing near the door. Not staying. Going home with Harry. That small fact made me happier than I expected. For months, she had slept in Harry's old room while he lived seven thousand kilometres away. Now she was going home to the apartment where her half of the wardrobe had been waiting.
Henry noticed too. He looked at them. Then at me. Then apparently decided that after illegally crossing an international border, enforcing premarital sleeping arrangements had lost strategic importance.
“Dinner tomorrow?” he asked.
Harry looked almost disappointed not to be challenged. “Of course.”
Sophie kissed my cheek. “Sleep.”
“You too.”
She smiled. “I intend to.”
Henry found something fascinating near the thermostat. Progress.
They had barely reached the door when he said: “Harry.”
“Yes?”
“The Bitcoin.”
I closed my eyes. Harry turned. “What about it?”
“I want to see it.”
“You saw it before.”
“On Malcolm's device.”
“Yes.”
“I want to see it here.”
“It hasn't moved.”
“I know.”
“Then...”
“Harry.”
Harry looked at me. I shrugged. Thirty years of marriage had taught me to recognise battles not worth fighting. “Fine,” he said.
His apartment was eighty metres away. So twelve minutes later, instead of showering, eating, or sleeping, all six of us were standing around Harry's desk while he opened Sparrow on his computer.
Sophie leaned against the wall. “You realise this is the first thing your father wants to do in Costa Verde.”
“I find it touching.”
“It is not touching,” Henry said. “It is verification.”
Harry opened the wallet view. There it was. 14.862 BTC
Henry leaned towards the screen. “That's ours?”
“Yes.”
“All of it?”
“Yes.”
“Here?”
Harry paused. “No.”
Henry looked at him. “You just said...”
“The wallet is displaying the balance. The Bitcoin isn't in the computer.”
“I know that.”
“Good.”
“The keys...”
“Dad.”
“I understand the keys.”
Malcolm sat on the bed. “Word seven?”
Henry turned. “Enough.”
I laughed. He looked at the balance again. No bank. No ministry. No compliance department. No National Interest Review. Just the same fourteen point eight six Bitcoin we had seen in Ardania.
Nothing had crossed the mountain with us except knowledge. Yet our money had arrived before we did. Henry stood. “Good.”
Harry looked amused. “That's it?”
“Yes.”
“You wanted to see it.”
“I saw it.”
“And?”
Henry thought. “I prefer this bank.”
Harry smiled. “There is no bank.”
“Exactly.”
That was as close to a Bitcoin conversion ceremony as we were likely to get.
Six weeks later, Costa Verde had begun to feel less like somewhere we had escaped to and more like somewhere we lived. Harry was back at Senda full-time. Sophie had started at the architecture firm and had already developed strong opinions about Costa Verde's construction standards. This was useful because Costa Verde had developed weak opinions about them.
She came to dinner one evening and announced: “I have discovered why all the balconies are terrible.”
Harry asked: “Why?”
“No one agrees what balconies are for.”
Malcolm said: “Standing?”
“Storage. Air conditioners. laundry. bicycles. generators. satellite dishes. One client wants a barbecue.”
“Sounds versatile.”
“It sounds lawless.”
Henry smiled. “You wanted freedom.”
“Not structural anarchy.”
I liked Costa Verde more every week. Not because it was perfect. It wasn't. Traffic was absurd. Buses arrived according to spiritual principles. The bureaucracy was simpler than Ardania's but not always more competent. The pavements occasionally ended without explanation. And one afternoon our electricity disappeared for forty-three minutes because, according to our neighbour, “Tuesday.”
But nobody cared what we did with our money. Nobody asked Malcolm why he wanted to study there. Nobody required Sophie to justify living with Harry. Nobody seemed particularly interested in us at all. After Ardania, neglect could feel luxurious.
Malcolm had enrolled at Puerto Alba University for the autumn semester. Business and economics. He was delighted. “They don't have an Academic Social Responsibility Pledge.”
Henry looked suspicious. “What do they have?”
“A tuition invoice.”
“How much?”
Malcolm told him. Henry nodded. “Reasonable.”
Irv had three interviews. Two banks and a payment company. His Ardanian dismissal required explaining. He told the truth. To our surprise, this did not end the interviews.
One interviewer apparently said: “You were fired for approving a customer's legal Bitcoin purchase?”
“Yes.”
“And that's considered misconduct?”
“In Ardania.” The man had laughed. Irv had liked him.
He was still living with us in the aparthotel. For now. But his intention was clear. Job. Apartment. His own life.
Maddy had messaged him several times. I did not ask what they said. He would tell me if he wanted. Some wounds should not become family committees.
Henry and I spent our days house hunting. Malcolm came when university registration permitted. Harry and Sophie sometimes joined on weekends, although Sophie rejected houses faster than estate agents could unlock them.
“Roof.”
“No.”
“What?”
“Drainage.”
Next.
“Balcony.”
“No.”
“It has a sea view.”
“It has a structural apology attached to the second floor.”
Next. “Kitchen?”
“No.”
Henry looked around. “What is wrong with the kitchen?”
Sophie stared at him. I said: “Don't ask.”
We saw eleven houses. One had a mountain view. Beautiful. High. Cooler. Large garden. Henry loved it.
I stood on the terrace and looked towards the distant ridges. Mountains. Not Ardania's. Nothing wrong with them. Still. I didn't want them.
Perhaps that would change someday. But I had spent enough time looking towards mountains wondering whether my children would make it over the other side. I wanted something different. House twelve had the sea. Not directly on it.
That would have cost enough Bitcoin to make Henry physically ill. It sat on a hillside twenty minutes outside Puerto Alba, in a quiet residential neighbourhood called Las Brisas. Five bedrooms. Large kitchen. Garden. Pool. Covered terrace. Guest room downstairs. Three bedrooms upstairs plus a smaller room Malcolm immediately claimed.
“Why that one?” Henry asked.
“It has separate access to the balcony.”
Sophie looked up sharply. “What balcony?”
We followed her. The balcony ran along the upper floor. White-painted metal railing. Tiled floor. Sea beyond.
Sophie inspected it. Harry looked worried. “Well?”
She placed both hands on the railing. “Acceptable.” Everyone relaxed. High praise.
The sea stretched blue beyond the rooftops. On a clear day, the estate agent said, you could see islands far offshore. I didn't need islands. The horizon was enough. No ridge. No checkpoint. Nothing we had to cross. Just space.
I knew. Before Henry. Before the price. Before the inspection. I wanted the house. Then I saw the pool. “Henry.”
“No.”
“I haven't asked anything.”
“I know.”
“It comes with the house.”
“I know.”
“You promised nothing.”
“I promised nothing.”
“Good.”
He looked at me. “You want the pool.”
“I moved countries.”
“That is not a financial argument.”
“It is my financial argument.”
Malcolm had already taken off his shoes. “Don't,” Henry said.
“I was checking depth.”
“With your body?”
“Best available instrument.”
“Shoes on.”
Malcolm complied. Again, Costa Verde had not entirely liberated him.
The asking price was in dollars. Henry immediately converted it to Bitcoin. Nobody commented. Another conversion had taken place.
When Sophie had first shown me houses in Costa Verde, a place like this cost close to five Bitcoin. Since the sale of our Westbridge house, Bitcoin had risen almost ten percent. The house had not. At the current price, the purchase came to roughly four and a half Bitcoin. Transfer taxes, legal fees and closing costs brought the total closer to four point six.
Henry did the calculation three times. “We would have more than ten Bitcoin left.”
“Yes,” I said.
“After buying the house.”
“Yes.”
“And all the travel?”
“Already paid.”
“Clothes?”
“Yes.”
“Aparthotel?”
“Budgeted.”
“Restaurants?”
“Yes.”
He looked suspicious. At mathematics. “That's better than the original plan.”
“Yes.”
“We projected five Bitcoin for the house.”
“Yes.”
“And ten remaining.”
“Yes.”
“So after everything, we actually come out slightly ahead.”
“Yes.”
He looked at Harry. Harry had been waiting. We all knew. His face already contained the Power Law. Henry held up one finger. “Don't.”
“I haven't said anything.”
“You are about to.”
“I was only going to point out...”
“No Power Law.”
“It would be contextually relevant.”
“No.”
Malcolm said: “I'd like to hear it.”
Henry turned. “You've heard it.”
“I enjoy Dad's reaction.”
Sophie looked at Harry. “One sentence.”
Harry smiled. “If Bitcoin continues following its long-term Power Law trajectory...”
Everyone shouted: “NO.”
The estate agent stared at us. Costa Verde would need time to adjust to the Vales.
We made an offer. Slightly below asking. Henry had not lost his negotiating instincts. The seller countered. Henry countered again.
I watched. At one point I whispered to Malcolm: “Your father would negotiate over a life raft while the ship sank.”
Malcolm whispered back: “Only if the first mate had mispriced it.”
The final price came in just below four and a half Bitcoin equivalent. With everything, approximately four point six. The seller accepted. Henry shook his hand. Then looked towards the sea. Not triumphant. Calm. That was better.
We completed two weeks later. This time there was no financial thriller. No Capital Continuity Review. No Departure Risk Index. No phone calls to senior compliance officials. No banker explaining why our legal purchase might indicate dangerous intent.
Harry helped Henry convert the Bitcoin. Dad checked the address four times. Then a fifth.
Harry said: “Dad.”
“What?”
“You've checked.”
“Bitcoin transactions are irreversible.”
“You've been listening.”
“Of course.”
He sent approximately 4.6 BTC including purchase and associated costs. The seller received his money in dollars. We received a house. No one called it capital flight. No one asked whether the transaction served the national interest. It served ours. That was enough.
When everything was finished, Henry opened Sparrow. Balance remaining: a little over ten Bitcoin.
He stared at it. Then at me. “We bought the house.”
“Yes.”
“And still have more than ten.”
“Yes.”
“After everything.”
“Yes.”
He looked around the empty living room. Sea through the windows. Pool outside. Malcolm upstairs deciding which wall would suffer his eventual posters. Irv carrying his stuff into the guest room he would use until he found work and his own place. Harry and Sophie arriving for dinner later, then returning to their apartment.
Not everyone under one roof. That was important. The house was not an attempt to recreate Westbridge exactly. Children grew. They left. They married. Found apartments. Jobs. Lives.
Family did not require everyone to remain in the basement. It required somewhere to return to. “This worked out better than projected,” Henry said.
I smiled. That might have been the happiest sentence he knew. “Yes.”
He looked through the glass doors. “The pool will be expensive to maintain.”
Of course. “How expensive?”
“I need to calculate.”
“Tomorrow.”
“I could...”
“Tomorrow.”
He looked at me. Then closed the laptop. Growth.
That evening, we ate outside. Harry and Sophie came after work. Sophie inspected the balcony again. Still acceptable. Irv had received another interview invitation. Malcolm had discovered the bus to the university required one transfer and no published timetable he considered reliable.
Dad had obtained three quotations for pool maintenance. Nobody had asked him to. The sun went down over the sea. Not dramatically. Orange, then pink, then grey. Warm air. Glasses on the table. Food we had bought without checking whether it was imported. Wine that contained a foreign cork and no emergency tariff.
Harry looked at the house. “Five Bitcoin.”
“Four point six,” Henry said.
I stared at him. He sighed. “Approximately five.”
“Thank you.”
Malcolm raised his glass. “To the house.”
We raised ours. I looked around. Henry. Harry. Sophie. Irv. Malcolm. Maddy's absence still there. It probably always would be, in some form. A family can survive without being complete. That was one of the things I had learned.
Harry looked at Sophie. She caught him. “What?”
“Nothing.”
“You have your Bitcoin face.”
“I was just thinking...”
“No Power Law,” Henry said.
Harry laughed. “Fine.”
I raised my glass towards my husband. “Look at you.”
“What?”
“Ten Bitcoin and you're refusing financial advice.”
“I have learned discernment.”
Malcolm said: “That's not what happened.” Henry ignored him.
Beyond the terrace, the pool reflected the last light. Beyond that, the sea. When my parents bought the Westbridge house forty-three years earlier, they thought they were buying security for their family. They were right. Just not in the way any of us expected.
That house had given us a childhood for the boys. A basement when Irv couldn't afford an apartment. A bedroom for Sophie when Harry was trapped on the other side of the world. And, finally, fifteen Bitcoin when we needed to leave.
Now part of it had become this house. Garden. Bedrooms. Pool. Sea. A place for Malcolm while he studied. A room for Irv until he found his feet. Guest rooms for children who no longer needed to live with us but would always need somewhere they could come home to. And more than ten Bitcoin still waiting quietly in the background.
I looked at Henry. “Do you miss Westbridge?”
He thought. “Yes.”
“So do I.”
Then he looked towards the sea. “But not enough to go back.”
That was exactly right. I leaned against him. Behind us, Malcolm and Harry were arguing about whether Bitcoin's future price could be forecast mathematically. Sophie was taking Irv's side despite Irv not having expressed one.
The pool filter switched on. Henry immediately looked towards it. I put my hand on his arm. “Tomorrow.”
He sighed. “Fine.”
For once, there was nowhere else we needed to be. No certificate pending. No review. No mountain. No deadline. The house was ours. The family was safe. And the horizon, finally, was open.
Chapter Twenty-Two
The Wedding
Harry asked Irv to be his best man four days before the wedding. I was there. So was Malcolm, unfortunately.
We were having dinner at Harry's apartment because Henry and Helen had decided that owning a five-bedroom house with a swimming pool did not obligate them to host every family meal. This was progress.
Irv had just accepted a job offer from a Costa Verde payments company. Not a bank. He seemed pleased by this distinction. The company handled international settlement for businesses throughout Central America and the Caribbean. During his second interview, Irv had explained why National Commerce Bank fired him.
His future boss had apparently stared at him for several seconds and said: “So you approved a customer buying Bitcoin with his own money?”
“Yes.”
“And that was the misconduct?”
“Essentially.”
“Interesting.”
In Costa Verde, interesting had worked better than serious professional misconduct. He started the following month. Until then, he was still living in Henry and Helen's guest room, although he had already begun looking for his own apartment.
Harry waited until dinner was finished. Then: “Irv.”
“What?”
“Will you be my best man?”
Irv looked at him. “No.”
Harry looked at me. Then Malcolm. Then back at Irv. “That wasn't the expected answer.”
“You should ask someone else.”
“Who?”
“Malcolm.”
Malcolm sat straighter. “I accept.”
“No,” Harry said.
“You can't withdraw after nomination.”
“You were never nominated.”
“I heard my name.”
Harry ignored him. “I want you.”
Irv shook his head. “Harry, I am perhaps not the best advertisement for marriage at the moment.”
“That has nothing to do with it.”
“I'm separated from my wife.”
“I know.”
“My marriage is over.”
“I know.”
“And you want me standing beside you as an example?”
“Best man isn't an example.”
Malcolm nodded. “Historically, it's more of an armed backup.”
Everyone looked at him. “What?”
He picked up his glass. “Old wedding tradition. Protecting the groom.”
Harry considered this. “Even better.” Irv didn't smile.
Harry leaned towards him. “I’m not asking because your marriage worked out perfectly.”
“Clearly.”
“I'm asking because you're my brother.” Irv looked down. “And because when everything went bad, you did the right thing even when it cost you.”
“That is debatable.”
“Not to me.” Irv was quiet. Harry continued. “You're also the only brother likely to stop Malcolm giving me disastrous advice.”
Malcolm objected. “I give excellent advice.”
“You told me engagement rings were an inefficient capital allocation.”
“They are.” Irv finally smiled.
Harry said: “So?”
Irv looked at him. “You really want me?”
“Yes.”
“Fine.”
Malcolm raised his glass. “I remain available as understudy.”
“No.”
“Emergency best man?”
“No.”
“Best man's best man?”
“Stop.”
Irv laughed. It was good to hear. He laughed more now. Not like before. There was still something absent in him. Madeleine. Sometimes you could see it. Not constantly. That would have been easier. Instead, it appeared unexpectedly.
A restaurant where she would have liked the food. A woman with hair like hers crossing the street. Someone mentioning Ardania. Then it disappeared again. Grief apparently had no respect for scheduling.
The wedding was on a Friday morning at eleven. Costa Verde required less paperwork to marry Harry than Ardania had required to let me leave it. I found this satisfying. There were forms, of course. Costa Verde had not abolished bureaucracy. It had merely failed to make bureaucracy a national religion. Passport. Birth certificate. Residence documents. Witnesses. Appointment. Fee. Done.
Nobody asked whether our marriage served the national interest. Nobody required evidence of economic necessity. Nobody placed it under protective administrative pause. Nobody asked whether marrying Harry might contribute to strategic human-capital depletion.
We simply applied. The clerk gave us a date. I almost asked whether there was another review. Then decided not to encourage them.
I wore a simple white dress. Not a wedding gown. There had been no reason. Six people. Town hall. Lunch afterward.
Harry wore a dark suit bought in Costa Verde because the one he had originally considered buying was irrelevant now. Henry also wore a suit. Of course. Helen wore pale blue. Malcolm wore a tie under protest. Irv looked handsome and slightly uncomfortable beside Harry.
No bridesmaids. No flower girls. No distant relatives. No friends from work because we barely knew anyone well enough yet to transform a family wedding into a social event.
For a moment that had bothered me. Weddings were supposed to be full. Tables. Music. People. Noise. Photographs of cousins you hadn't seen in years. Instead, ours fit into two taxis.
Then I looked at the people standing outside the town hall. Harry. Helen. Henry. Irv. Malcolm. Five people who had crossed extraordinary distances, literal, and otherwise, to be there. Small was not the same as empty.
The town hall was a white stucco building facing a square with palm trees and three badly parked motorcycles. The marriage room was upstairs. Cream walls. Wooden chairs. Costa Verde flag. A portrait of the president. A ceiling fan that squeaked every twenty seconds. Not romantic. Perfect.
The official was a woman named Señora Alvarez. She spoke excellent English, which spared Henry from discovering that his beginner Spanish did not improve through confidence.
She checked our documents. Then looked at Harry. “Harold Vale?”
“Yes.”
“Harry?”
“Yes.”
She looked at me. “Sophie Laurent?”
“Yes.”
“Good.”
She smiled. “You understand the legal effects of marriage under Costa Verde law?”
“Yes.”
Harry said: “I've read them.”
I believed him. Of course he had. Probably twice. The ceremony was short. Rights. Obligations. Mutual consent. Property regime. Names. Witnesses.
Then the important question. Did I freely consent to marry Harold Vale? Freely. Such an ordinary word. I looked at Harry.
Weeks earlier, another government had decided whether I had sufficient justification to leave my own country. It had wanted to know why. For what job. With whose support. Under what category. Whether my skills belonged elsewhere. Whether the national interest permitted my future.
Now this woman asked one question that actually mattered. Did I choose him? “Yes.”
Harry was asked the same. “Yes.” No hesitation. Of course.
We signed. Irv signed. Helen signed. Señora Alvarez stamped something. Then smiled. “You are married.”
That was it. No anthem. No orchestra. No miracle. Harry kissed me. Malcolm began applauding. Henry joined. Helen was crying. Irv too, although he pretended to adjust his cuff.
I kissed Harry again. My husband. That word felt strange. Good strange. The ceiling fan squeaked. Outside, a motorcycle horn sounded. Marriage in Costa Verde.
Henry had booked lunch at a restaurant overlooking the harbour. A private room. This was extravagant by our new family standards.
Henry insisted. “My daughter-in-law gets married once.”
Malcolm said: “Statistically optimistic.”
Helen hit him. Henry continued. “And we are having a proper meal.”
Harry asked: “What does proper mean?”
“No Bitcoin café.”
“I've never taken you to a Bitcoin café.”
“You would.”
“Probably.”
The restaurant was elegant without being absurd. White tablecloths. Seafood. Large windows. Air conditioning strong enough for Henry.
The private room had one round table set for six. Six. Again. The number felt both complete and incomplete.
Irv noticed too. He took out his phone before we sat. Read a message. Then put it away. I didn't ask.
Later, when he went to the window, I joined him. “Maddy?” He nodded. “She remembered.”
“What did she say?”
He showed me. Just: Tell Harry and Sophie I hope they're very happy. And congratulations.
Nothing more. No plea. No bitterness. No political statement. I looked at him. “You okay?”
“No.”
Then he smiled faintly. “But better.”
I touched his arm. “That counts.”
“Yes.”
He put the phone away. Maddy had not come. Perhaps she never would. Perhaps someday she might visit. Perhaps their marriage would formally end. Perhaps not. The future had become something we were learning not to fill in too aggressively.
Harry had spent years believing he needed one Bitcoin before proposing. Irv had believed marriage would turn Maddy towards the family life he wanted. Henry had believed thirty years of service guaranteed a pension. I had believed that following the correct procedure would eventually make Ardania let me leave. We had all been very good at inventing futures and then mistaking them for contracts.
Lunch began with champagne. Real champagne. Imported. Henry inspected the label. “France.”
Harry looked at him. “You're not going to complain about the price?”
“I already paid.”
“That normally makes you complain more.”
“Today is different.”
Helen raised her glass. “To different.”
We drank. The meal was excellent. Fish. Vegetables. Bread. A ridiculous dessert involving chocolate, coffee, and something set on fire at the table.
Malcolm was impressed. “This country understands dessert.”
Sophie Laurent - me, still getting used to the fact that I could technically become Sophie Vale if I wanted - was impressed too.
Then came speeches. Harry had wanted none. Henry had insisted. This produced speeches.
Henry went first. Naturally. He stood. Removed a folded sheet of paper from his pocket. Harry groaned. “Dad.”
“What?”
“You wrote it?”
“I wanted to organise my thoughts.”
Malcolm whispered: “Phase Four.”
Helen heard and nearly choked on champagne. Henry ignored him. His speech was long. Not catastrophically long. But long enough that the waiter entered twice, saw him still standing and retreated.
He spoke about Harry as a boy. Curious. Stubborn. Too interested in computers. Insufficiently interested in mowing the lawn.
He spoke about me. How grateful he was that I had joined the family before technically joining the family. How I had lived in Harry's room while Harry was gone. How I had helped Helen prepare documents and plan a future when he himself was still pretending no future needed planning. He admitted that. Publicly. This was perhaps the most remarkable part of the wedding.
He talked about family. Not as ownership. Not as everyone remaining under one roof. As people who continued choosing one another even after geography, jobs, and politics changed.
He mentioned Ardania only briefly. No bitterness. That surprised me. Then: “I spent most of my adult life believing security was something institutions provided if you behaved responsibly.”
Harry looked at him. Henry continued. “I think now that institutions matter enormously. Law matters. Trust matters. But none of them removes the responsibility to judge when something has gone wrong.”
Malcolm whispered: “Agency.”
Henry heard. “Yes, Malcolm. Agency.”
Malcolm looked delighted to have contributed to the speech. Henry turned to Harry. “And I learned, somewhat reluctantly, that having sons who disagree with you can occasionally be useful.”
Harry smiled. “Occasionally?”
“Do not interrupt.”
Then to me: “Welcome officially to the family, Sophie.” I had to blink several times.
He raised his glass. “To Harry and Sophie.”
We drank. Henry sat. Malcolm looked at his watch. “Excellent. Lunch has become dinner.”
“Your turn,” Helen said.
That silenced him briefly.
Malcolm stood. He had no paper. This was more dangerous. “I was told to keep this short.”
Henry nodded. “Correct.”
“So I have ignored the first piece of government regulation placed upon me in Costa Verde.”
Harry laughed. Malcolm continued. “I've known Harry my entire life.”
“Unavoidable,” Harry said.
“And despite this, I like him.”
“Strong opening.”
“He has always been the sensible brother.”
Irv said: “Debatable.”
“Compared with us.”
“Fair.”
“He saved money when other people spent it. He researched things no normal person would research. He could turn ordering pizza into a due-diligence process.”
Harry objected. “Depends on the pizza.”
“Exactly.”
“He also spent years waiting for everything to be safe before making major decisions.”
I glanced at Harry. Malcolm continued. “One Bitcoin before proposing. Job first. Apartment first. Security first. Plan first.”
Then he looked at me. “Sophie seems to have cured him.”
“Working on it,” I said.
“Good. Because if Harry had waited until life became completely secure before marrying you, we'd all be very old.”
“I also want to thank Sophie for marrying into this family despite having enough information to make an informed decision.” Everyone laughed. “That shows either love or catastrophic risk management.”
Harry nodded. “Probably both.”
“And finally, I want to say that the last few months have taught us something important.”
He paused. For once, I thought he might become serious. Then: “Never underestimate Dad's ability to turn a house into Bitcoin and then complain about pool-maintenance costs.”
Henry closed his eyes. Malcolm raised his glass. “To Harry and Sophie. May your marriage last longer than Ardania's temporary emergency measures.”
Even Henry laughed. We drank.
Irv's toast was shortest. He stayed seated. Looked at Harry. Then me. “I don't think I'm currently qualified to give marriage advice.”
Harry smiled. “You mentioned that.”
“So I won't.” Pause. “But I can tell you what I learned.”
The room quieted. “Don't marry the future version of someone.”
I knew immediately where this was going. “Marry the person sitting in front of you.” He looked towards me. “Harry seems to have done that.” Then at Harry. “And Sophie too.”
He raised his glass. “That's probably enough.”
It was. More than enough. We drank. Irv looked down. No one tried to rescue the moment. It didn't need rescuing.
After lunch, we walked along the harbour. Still only six of us. Harry and me slightly ahead. Henry and Helen behind. Malcolm talking to Irv.
The sun was lower. Boats. Restaurants. Families. Music from somewhere across the water.
Costa Verde had not become less chaotic because we were married. A bus drove past with one headlight. A scooter mounted the pavement briefly because the road apparently lacked sufficient freedom.
Across the street stood an apartment building with balconies so badly proportioned I felt personally attacked. I pointed. “Look.”
Harry followed my finger. “Oh.”
“Exactly.”
“Maybe they're structurally sound.”
“That is not the standard.”
“Sure, it works in real life…”
“Don't.”
He smiled. “…but does it work in theory?”
I hit his arm. He laughed. I loved him. That remained astonishingly simple.
We eventually separated near Harry's street. Henry and Helen were going home to Las Brisas. Malcolm with them. Irv back to the aparthotel for one more week before moving into a short-term rental closer to his new job.
Harry and I walked to our apartment. Our apartment. No qualifier. No one waiting for my departure certificate. No next flight. No room in someone else's house.
We reached the entrance. Harry opened the door. Then stopped.
“What?”
He looked at me. “Should I carry you?”
“Absolutely not.”
“Tradition.”
“We just crossed a mountain six weeks ago. I can manage a doorway.”
“Fair.”
We went upstairs. Inside, the apartment looked almost exactly as it had before. Except my side of the wardrobe was no longer empty. Not half. Closer to two-thirds. Harry had surrendered territory without litigation. The two bathroom shelves were mine. Also part of a third. Progress.
I put my flowers on the kitchen counter. Harry removed his jacket. For a moment neither of us did anything.
Then he said: “Married.”
“Yes.”
“You okay?”
“Yes.”
“You sure?”
I smiled.
“Harry.”
“What?”
“You can stop asking whether I'm sure.”
“I wasn't...”
“You were.”
“Fine.”
I walked to him. “I chose you.”
He put his hands around my waist. “I know.”
“That is the whole point.”
I had thought about choice a great deal since leaving Ardania. Not abstractly. I had once considered freedom primarily as the absence of obvious constraint.
You could speak. Work. Travel. Vote. Marry. Move. Save. If nobody physically stopped you, you were free.
Ardania taught me how much control could exist before anyone built a wall. Your salary needed approval to become another currency. Your savings needed a purpose. Your travel required an economic justification. Your profession became national capacity. Your departure became a threat. Your choices remained theoretically yours while every practical path to exercising them acquired a form.
Costa Verde was not utopia. The electricity failed. The buses lied. Officials occasionally wanted paperwork that appeared to have been designed after lunch. Politics was loud and often ridiculous. Crime existed. Corruption existed. The roads contained potholes large enough to develop independent municipal identities. And the balconies remained indefensible.
But nobody had asked why I wanted to marry Harry. Nobody had asked whether motherhood would maximise my economic contribution. Nobody had asked whether continuing my career served a national plan. Nobody had asked whether I should continue architecture at all.
Perhaps I would. I liked my job. Perhaps one day I would work part-time. Perhaps I would stop for a few years if we had children. Perhaps we would have two. Maybe three. Perhaps none immediately.
Those decisions did not need to be made today. That was the freedom. Not that every choice would be easy. Not that every choice would be correct. Not that choices had no consequences. Freedom was having consequences that belonged to you because the decision had belonged to you first.
I chose Harry. I chose to leave Ardania. I chose the job in Costa Verde. One day I might choose motherhood. Or choose something else. I might make mistakes. So might Harry. We almost certainly would.
But they would be our mistakes. Our life. Our family. Our responsibility. Harry kissed me.
Outside, someone leaned on a car horn for far too long. A dog barked from one of the terrible balconies. The air conditioning clicked on. Nothing historic happened. No government collapsed. No currency failed. No speech was made.
I was simply standing in an ordinary apartment with the man I had married. And no one had given us permission. We had chosen. That was freedom.
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An Idiot
Benjamin Cole did not become rich because he was clever.

In the summer of 2010, thirteen-year-old Ben mowed lawns in Glencoe, Illinois. One customer, a broke programmer named Aaron Pike, owed him $260 and had no cash. Instead, he paid Ben with something almost nobody understood at the time: 10,000 bitcoin.

Ben forgot about it.

Fifteen years later, while helping his parents clean out their attic, Ben finds the old computer where the coins were stored. Suddenly, a modest Chicago hotel manager who avoided debt, disliked attention, and believed in showing up on time is worth more than a billion dollars.

The world thinks it has found a genius, a prophet, a fool, a symbol, or a threat. Ben insists he is only a man who once cut a lawn and got paid in a very strange way.

As reporters, investors, scammers, politicians, and Bitcoin fanatics try to claim his story, Ben tries to remain himself. He keeps working at the hotel. He worries about taxes, security, and whether money makes people strange or only gives them permission to stop hiding it. He meets Clara Whitman, a sharp Chicago journalist from a wealthy family who understands money better than most people and sees something in Ben that the world keeps missing.

Together, they navigate sudden wealth, public absurdity, family expectations, love, marriage, and the question at the heart of the story:

What is money actually for?

Funny, warm, romantic, and quietly philosophical, An Idiot is a novel about accidental fortune, honest work, Bitcoin, fame, fraud, family, and the stubborn dignity of ordinary life.

Ben was never wise because he understood Bitcoin.

He was wise because he understood what money was supposed to serve.
Ten Again
What if you woke up one morning not as the person you are, but as the person you once were - a teenager again, only with decades of hard-won knowledge of love, money, family, and the secret workings of history? That’s exactly what happens to Edward in this witty, daring, and surprisingly tender novel of time, destiny, and second chances.

In his first life, Edward built a career on Wall Street, raised a family, and lived through the rise of the Internet, the dot-com crash, 9/11, and the Great Financial Crisis. This time around, he’s determined to do things differently. He will woo Victoria, the love of his life, all over again, raise his children with foreknowledge of who they are destined to become, and, just to complicate things, quietly bankroll the strange tribe of cypherpunks who are about to invent a new form of money that could topple empires: Bitcoin.

From Paris cafés to ski slopes in Andorra, from smoky hacker dens in California to boardrooms in Zurich, Edward straddles two worlds at once: the cozy chaos of family breakfasts and baby bottles, and the high-stakes shadow war against governments, banks, and the “powers that be” who fear sound money more than any weapon. The result is a story both suspenseful and heartwarming, weaving philosophy, finance, romance, and laugh-out-loud humor into a single irresistible adventure.

Funny, thought-provoking, and often uncomfortably plausible, this novel asks: If you had another shot at life, would you play it safe, or would you dare to change the world?
The Man They Buried
Adrien Dante had everything a young man could want: brilliance, promise, and a future that seemed already opening before him. Then, just as quickly, it was gone.

Drawn into the inner machinery of a powerful banking empire, Adrien sees more than he was meant to see. What follows is not scandal, but erasure. Branded unstable, cut off from the world, and buried beneath the polished language of institutions, he vanishes from the life that was supposed to be his.

Years later, he returns under another name.

Armed with immense wealth, hard-won discipline, and the teachings of a mysterious prisoner who changed the course of his life, Adrian Shaw enters New York’s highest circles as a man no one can quite place and no one can afford to ignore. Around him, old money, foundations, banks, and reputations begin to shift. The men who ruined him still believe themselves protected by prestige, law, and time.

They are wrong.

Set in the worlds of high finance, hidden power, Bitcoin, and elite society, The Man They Buried is a modern epic of injustice, reinvention, and reckoning — a story of buried men, sleeping fortunes, and the dangerous patience required to return.
For readers drawn to grand tales of betrayal, transformation, and return.
The Unmoved Coins
Who was Satoshi Nakamoto?

In the chaos of the 2008 financial crisis, a quiet analyst named Elias sees what others refuse to see: the modern monetary system is breaking, and when trust in institutions fails, humanity will need a tool no government can print, seize, or control.

But Elias is not an ordinary man.

He is a hidden observer with impossible knowledge, sent to study humanity’s greatest risks from the shadows. His duty is clear: watch, report, and never interfere. Then he meets Marta, a brilliant Polish translator whose courage, humor, and love force him to see Earth not as a case study, but as a home.

As markets collapse and governments improvise, Elias creates Bitcoin under the name Satoshi Nakamoto — a gift disguised as software, a rebellion disguised as mathematics, and a monetary system designed to survive without its creator.

But every gift has a cost.

From London to Paris, Monaco to Poland, Elias becomes Julian, Satoshi becomes a ghost, and a fugitive love story becomes the center of a larger question: who gave humanity the tools it needed to survive, and what did he have to sacrifice to remain hidden?

Blending Bitcoin history, speculative fiction, ancient-humanity mysteries, forbidden intervention, eugenics, faith, family, and one of the greatest unsolved identities of the modern age, The Unmoved Coins is a love story about the man who gave the world Bitcoin — and the woman who gave him a world.
After the Tramontane
High in the French Pyrenees, eleven-year-old Charles and nine-year-old Adriana discover a cave.

It saves their lives.

While they are lost underground, nuclear war sweeps across Europe. When they finally emerge, Font-Romeu is empty, their parents are gone, and the roads south toward Spain lead only into silence.

Alone in a mountain town abandoned by the adult world, the two children must do what Robinson Crusoe once did on his island: salvage, learn, build, and survive. Shops become supply depots. A hotel becomes a fortress. The mountains become both refuge and threat.

But survival is only the first lesson.

As the years pass, Charles and Adriana must learn not only how to stay alive, but how to remain human — preserving memory, faith, courage, tenderness, and hope in a world that has lost almost everything.

Heartbreaking, intimate, and ultimately life-affirming, After the Tramontane is a post-apocalyptic coming-of-age novel set between France and Spain in the windswept Pyrenees. It is a story of catastrophe and resilience, of childhood stolen too soon, and of two young souls trying to rebuild meaning when the old world has fallen silent.

When the world falls silent, survival is only the beginning.
You Can Call Me Al
Book 1 of 3: Call Me Al
Al is a HS football star who should be worrying about playbooks and finals. Instead, he’s worrying about whether the man smiling politely across the table is the kind of evil that kills children for profit.

Al’s secret is simple and impossible: he can read people with terrifying accuracy. Not psychology. Not intuition. Something deeper - like a radar for malice. When his aunt recruits him into a tiny, off-books intelligence unit, his life pivots overnight from campus routine to covert operations.

A Middle Eastern palace turns out to be nothing like the agency briefed. A South American Christmas party by the pool becomes a hunting ground for conspirators. A Los Angeles medical convention becomes a mask parade for a scientist who may be planning mass death - with an antidote only he controls.

But the most dangerous part of Al’s new life isn’t always the missions.

It’s the women.

A brilliant pre-med love from home who knows him better than anyone. A sharp, courageous Iraqi student who becomes both a romance and a doorway into a hidden world. A president’s daughter who starts as a cover story and turns into something real enough to break his heart. A glamorous model in Paris who offers escape, pleasure, and a different kind of risk. And back at the training compound, the “lessons” that blur the line between preparation and emotion.

Al isn’t a carouser. He’s a young man learning how intimacy can be both refuge and leverage, how affection can steady you… and how attachment can be used against you.

With sharp humor, escalating stakes, and a hero who grows more capable and more conflicted with every operation, this novel follows Al’s transformation from gifted kid to full-time agent, and sets the stage for a series where the missions get darker, the enemies get smarter, and the cost of saving people includes the ones you love.
You Can Still Call Me Al
Book 2 of 3: Call Me Al
Al is back. Still young. Still useful. Still pretending he’s not the kind of person who can feel danger before it speaks.

Trained at a secret mountain compound and deployed wherever polite institutions hide ugly intentions, Alexander “Al” keeps getting sent into rooms where the wrong person looks perfectly respectable—until you stand close enough to feel what’s underneath.

This time, the trail runs wide and fast: from the corridors of the United Nations, where “humanitarian” logistics can mask something far worse, to Hong Kong, where influence moves in whispers and money has its own gravity. Then comes Monaco, where Al’s cover drops him into luxury and family life so convincingly he starts to want it, until the mission reminds him what it really costs to stay. And in Lagos, glamour, oil-world power, and a real scam hidden inside a thousand fake ones turn the job into a hunt with teeth. Finally, the mission turns brutally personal in Los Angeles, where Al is forced into the most absurd cover of his life - back to high school - to find the hub of a sleeper network before a public nightmare detonates.

But the deeper Al goes, the harder it is to keep his heart out of it. Because Al doesn’t just infiltrate operations, he infiltrates lives. And every mission hands him the same temptation: a woman who is real, a version of normal that almost works…

You Can Still Call Me Al is Book Two in the Call Me Al series: a fast, witty, cinematic blend of spy thriller and romance, where the danger doesn’t end when the mission ends, and the hardest goodbyes are the ones that feel like home.
You Can Call Me Al, Again
Book 3 of 3: Call Me Al
He can’t read minds. He just knows when you’re lying, and when the lie is about to get people killed.

Al is nineteen, trained at a remote mountain compound known as the Perch, and working for a small CIA sub-unit run by his formidable Aunt Betty. His edge isn’t a gadget or a gun: Al can sense deceit, cruelty, and “good intentions” that are really danger wearing a smile. It’s a gift that makes him valuable… and makes a normal life nearly impossible.

In Book 3 of the Call Me Al series, Al is thrown into a string of missions that ricochet across the world:

In Brussels, a NATO summit is threatened by high-grade deepfakes designed to push leaders toward escalation. In the shadows, Al and a brilliant cybersecurity specialist uncover a “strategic communications” operator selling panic as a product, until the investigation turns violent.

A narrow escape leads to a brief, fragile calm in Luxembourg, then straight into the heat and corruption of Mexico City, where cartel diplomacy, fentanyl precursor networks, and political ambition collide. Al’s team must navigate polite criminals, respectable officials, and a “peace summit” that hides a brutal power play, while Al’s relationship with Layla, his longtime partner in the field, begins to fracture under the cost of the work.

From there, Al tries to reclaim something resembling normal in France and Monaco, only to stumble into a ruthless kidnapping plot aboard a yacht, forcing him to act fast, trust his instincts, and confront what each mission is making him become.

Finally, the trail turns cold. In Greenland, a referendum with massive geopolitical stakes becomes the target of a covert influence operation. Under the midnight sun, Al and Kaja Holm - half Inuit, half Danish, and far more than a cover story, race to expose a “patriot” who’s quietly selling Greenland’s future to foreign money.

You Can Call Me Al, Again is a witty, cinematic spy thriller packed with high-stakes missions, sharp dialogue, and romance that burns under pressure - an international ride that leaves the door open for Al’s next deployment.
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