Konohagakure — Civilian Sector 7 (The Tent City)

Asuma Sarutobi lit a cigarette, the flame from his lighter illuminating the deep lines that had
etched themselves into his face over the last three months. The smoke curled upwards, a
momentary gray ribbon against the leaden sky before the wind whipped it away.

He stood on the roof of what used to be a bakery in the commercial district. Now, it was a
vantage point overlooking a sprawling sea of canvas tents that housed thousands of displaced
civilians. The rain had turned the ground between the tents into a churning morass of mud.

Below him, families huddled around small, smoky fires trying to cook meager rations of rice.
Children, their faces smeared with dirt, played listlessly with sticks in the muck. A cough echoed,
dry and hacking, followed by another. Sickness was starting to spread. It always did when
people were packed this tight with poor sanitation.

Asuma flicked ash from his cigarette, his gaze drifting towards the upper districts. In the
distance, he could see the walled compounds of the Hyuga, Aburame, Inuzuka, and other clans.
Behind those walls, earth-style users were working around the clock. The structures were
already being rebuilt, roofs were being tiled, and clean water was flowing.

It was as clear as day, choices between who was essential and who was expendable.
"Move it along!" A harsh shout drew his attention back to the muddy street below.

A supply cart, its wheels clogged with mud, was being stopped by a pair of shinobi. Asuma
recognized them, Jonin. Two men he'd shared drinks with at the tavern before the war.

The cart was marked with a crudely painted sign: "ORPHANAGE SUPPLY - BLANKETS &
MEDICINE." The driver, an elderly woman named Oba-chan who'd run the orphanage for forty
years, was remonstrating with the shinobi, her hands fluttering anxiously.

Asuma dropped his cigarette and crushed it beneath his heel. He hopped down from the roof,
his boots splashing into the ankle-deep mud, and strode toward the confrontation.

"Problem here, gentlemen?" Asuma asked, his voice gravelly.

The two Jonin turned. The taller one, a man named Kaito with a scar across his nose,
straightened up. "Asuma-san. Just enforcing resource allocation protocols."

"Protocols?" Asuma glanced at the cart. He could see bundles of thick woolen blankets and
crates labeled with the red cross of medical supplies. "Looks like Oba-chan is just trying to get
blankets to kids who are sleeping in freezing mud."

"The border patrol units are critical," the second Jonin, a stocky man named Ren, explained, his
tone defensive. "They've been out there for weeks without relief. They need these supplies to
maintain operational readiness."



"Operational readiness," Asuma repeated, the words tasting sour. "So we're prioritizing soldiers
over orphans now? Is that the new Will of Fire?"

Kaito bristled. "We're prioritizing the survival of the village, Asuma-san. If the borders fall, what
happens to those orphans then?"

"The village isn't just walls and soldiers, Kaito," Asuma retorted, his voice rising slightly. "It's the
people inside it. Especially the ones who can't defend themselves."

"Look," Ren said, stepping forward, his voice lower, pleading for understanding. "We don't like it
either. But the orders came down from the logistics command. 'Military assets take precedence.'
We're just doing our job."

"And what about their job?" Asuma gestured to Oba-chan, who was now weeping silently,
wiping her eyes with a dirty sleeve. "Her job is to keep fifty children alive through the winter.
How is she supposed to do that without blankets or medicine?"

The two Jonin exchanged uncomfortable glances.

"We can leave two bales of blankets," Kaito offered, a meager compromise. "And one crate of
basic meds. But the rest goes to the forward operating base. They have wounded coming in
daily."

Asuma looked at Oba-chan. Two bales wouldn't be enough for fifty kids, not by a long shot. But
it was better than nothing.

"Take it," Asuma told her gently, placing a hand on her frail shoulder.

She nodded, sniffing, and began to unload the small portion of supplies. The two Jonin watched,
their faces tight with guilt, before signaling for their men to take the rest of the cart. They didn't
look at Asuma as they wheeled it away, disappearing toward the military district.

Asuma watched them go, a bitter taste in his mouth. They weren't evil. They were just...
prioritizing themselves. Their comrades. Their kind. In a crisis, the line between 'us' and 'them'
had shrunk, and the civilians were finding themselves on the wrong side of it.

He turned back to Oba-chan. She was staring at the two bales of blankets, looking
overwhelmed.

"Here," Asuma said, reaching into his flak jacket. He pulled out a leather pouch that was heavier
than it looked—his last three mission payments, plus some he'd won from Kakashi in a card
game. He pressed it into her hands.

Her eyes widened as she felt the weight of it. "Asuma-san, no... | can't..."

"Take it," he insisted, closing her gnarled fingers around the pouch. "Buy food. Buy coal. Buy
whatever you can find on the black market. Just... keep them warm."



She looked up at him, her eyes shining with fresh tears. "Bless you, Asuma-san. You're a good
man."

He forced a smile that felt painful. "Go on, Oba-chan. Get those kids inside."

He watched as she loaded the meager supplies onto her back—she was far too old for such
labor, but there was no one else—and trudged away through the mud.

Asuma lit another cigarette, his hand trembling slightly. He looked at the pouch in Oba-chan's
hand, then back at the endless expanse of tents. It was a lot of money to him. To her. But
against the scale of this suffering?

A drop in the ocean, he thought grimly. A single snowflake in a blizzard.

He looked up toward the Hokage Monument. His father's face was gone, same for the fourth,
and the second, but he knew where his father's face would have been.

Is this what you died to protect, Old Man? Asuma thought, the smoke burning his throat. A
village where soldiers steal blankets from orphans to keep themselves warm?

He thought about Naruto. About his accusations that the system was rotten, that it consumed
the weak to feed the strong.

Why did it have to come to this? Was I...not good enough? Asuma felt his eyes burn more than
his throat. Not good enough, son...not good enough, Sensei. It seems failure follows me
everywhere.

He threw the half-smoked cigarette into a puddle, watching it sizzle and die, then turned and
walked away into the gathering gloom.

Konohagakure Cemetery

The rain had finally stopped, leaving the air damp and heavy in the Konoha cemetery. It was
quieter here than in the rest of the village.

Asuma stood before a fresh grave. The stone was polished, the carving sharp and new: Hiruzen
Sarutobi, Third Hokage.

He didn't salute. He didn't bow. He just stared at the name, flicking his lighter open and closed,
the metallic clink-clink-clink the only sound in the clearing.

He finally lit a cigarette, took a deep drag, and then lit a second one, placing it carefully on the
edge of the headstone. The smoke curled upwards, dissipating into the gray sky.

"Told you that hat would be the death of you, Old Man," Asuma murmured.



"You should have retired years ago," Asuma whispered fiercely at the stone. "You should have
been sitting on a porch somewhere, not..."

A soft footfall on the wet grass interrupted him. He didn't turn; he knew the chakra signature
better than his own.

Kurenai stopped beside him. She didn't look at him, her red eyes fixed on the Hokage's
memorial stone. She looked exhausted.

"l thought I'd find you here," she said softly.

"Running out of places to hide from the mud," Asuma replied, taking another drag. "How are
things in Sector 4?"

Kurenai sighed, something she seems to do every day now. They all did. "Managed chaos. We
got the water filtration system running again today. It's something."

They stood in silence for a moment, sharing the quiet grief of the space.
"How is your team?" Asuma asked eventually.

Kurenai let out a sound that might have been a sob. "My team. | don't even know if | can call
myself their sensei right now." She crossed her arms, hugging herself against the damp chill.
"Hinata is... she's trying so hard to be strong, despite her injuries, despite the clan politics
exploding around her. And Kiba, he's just raw anger looking for a target. If Akamaru wasn't there
to calm him down, he'd probably be in a cell for assaulting a Jonin."

She shook her head. "It's Shino. He's the one holding them together. He barely speaks, but he's
always there, steering Kiba away from trouble, supporting Hinata when she stumbles. He's
coordinating their reconstruction shifts, making sure they eat." She looked at Asuma, her eyes
shining slightly. "He's doing a better job being their Jonin right now than | am. | feel useless,
Asuma. | look at them and | don't know how to fix what's broken inside them."

Asuma nodded slowly, exhaling a plume of smoke. "Shino's a smart kid. The quiet ones usually
are. They see things the loud ones miss."

He flicked ash onto the grass. "Shikamaru is doing the same thing. He's burying Ino and Choji in
logistics. He's turned reconstruction into a giant game of shogi. He keeps them moving, keeps
their minds occupied with supply chains and timber requisitions, despite Choji not being on my
team, Shikamaru is helping him too."

Asuma looked up at the gray sky. "He knows that if they stop moving, they'll start feeling. And
right now, feeling is a luxury none of them can afford."

Kurenai turned to look at him.



"Asuma," she said, her voice dropping to a whisper. "When you see him again... will you Kill
him?"

Asuma froze. The cigarette burned down toward his filter. He knew exactly who "he" was. The
name didn't need to be spoken in this place.

He looked at his father's grave.
Then he shook his head slowly. "No."

Kurenai frowned, her eyes hardening slightly. "After what he did? To the village? To your
father?"

"No matter what he's done," Asuma said, his voice rough as gravel. "l can't put down one of my
own students. | can't kill the kid. Part of me still remembers buying him ramen when he was
twelve."

"He was never just a kid, Asuma," Kurenai said sharply, the bitterness surfacing in her tone.
"Look at the village, look at all these graves, they are here because of him, because of what he
did. If he was in our side, with his powers, he could have stopped the Suna Invasion, and our
Village would not BE A HOLE IN THE GROUND."

Asuma winced. Her words struck a nerve, but not for the reason she thought. His left hand
moved unconsciously to his midriff, beneath his flak jacket, pressing against the tunic covering
his stomach.

"Monster?" he murmured, looking down at his hand pressed against his side. "When the
invasion started... during the finals... he dropped me. Stabbed me right here."

Kurenai's eyes widened slightly. She hadn't known the specifics of how Asuma had been taken
out of the fight so early.

"Knocked me out cold for the rest of the war," Asuma continued quietly. "But when the medics
patched me up later, they told me something interesting. The blade went clean through, but it
missed every vital organ. Arteries, liver, kidney... missed them all by millimeters."

He looked up at Kurenai, his eyes shadowed. "That wasn't luck. If he was just a monster,
Kurenai... why am | still standing here?"

"He spared Jiraiya the Sannin, but not because he is good, or because he feels regret, to
him...this is just a game. Maybe he wants your approval. Maybe he wants to prove he's 'fixing'
us. But you can't fix a corpse. It doesn't matter what his intent was. What matters are the graves
and the living who now have to rebuild their lives in the crater he left behind."



Asuma stared at her, the smoke from his cigarette stinging his eyes. He wanted to argue,
wanted to believe there was still a student to save inside the warlord, but the fresh earth of his
father's grave argued louder.

He dropped the remains of his cigarette and crushed it into the wet earth. He reached out and
lightly touched the top of his father's cold headstone.

"It doesn't matter right now anyway," Asuma said. "l can't worry about the one who left. | have to
worry about the one who's still here."

He turned away from the grave, looking back towards the village.
"Konohamaru," he said. "The kid is a total wreck."
Kurenai softened instantly. "How is he?"

"He's nine years old, Kurenai. And he just lost the center of his universe." Asuma rubbed the
back of his neck. "He's not sleeping. He's barely eating. Instead, he's running around the village
like a maniac, trying to help with everything. Carrying lumber that's too heavy for him, trying to
organize supply drops."

Asuma's expression crumpled into pained empathy. "He's fooled himself into thinking that if he
just works hard enough, if he's useful enough, he can fix the whole damn village
single-handedly. He's trying to be the Hokage already... because the Old Man isn't here to do it
anymore."

He looked back at Kurenai, his eyes pleading. "l have to go find him before he works himself to
death trying to fill shoes that are ten sizes too big."

Asuma hoped he was good enough to save his nephew at least.
Kumogakure — High Altitude Training Grounds
The air up here was thin, cold.

Yugito Nii didn't just dodge Killer Bee's strike; she flowed around it like blue flame, her body low
to the ground, fingers hooked into lethal talons. The feral growl that tore from her throat wasn't
entirely human.

She swiped at Bee's midsection.

Bee spun, all eight swords flashing in a defensive whirlwind, deflect-deflect-deflect, the metal
ringing like frantic bells across the cloud-shrouded peaks. He hopped back, landing light on his
feet despite his bulk, his sunglasses reflecting the darkening sky.

"Yo, Kitten, chill with the kill! This is practice, not the final bill! Your rhymes are tight but your flow
is way too violent!"



Yugito didn't pause. She didn't want rhymes. She wanted to hit something until it stopped
moving. She wanted to tear down the world that had allowed Naruto Uzumaki to exist, to smile
at her, to understand her—and then to steal her best friend and declare war on her home.

Mabui. The name was a shard of glass in her heart.

She launched herself again, blue chakra flaring around her in a mockery of the two-tailed cat's
form. She was faster than she'd ever been. She unleashed a flurry of claw strikes, driving the
Eight-Tails Jinchdriki backward toward the edge of the cliff.

Bee stopped rhyming. He dropped six swords, catching the remaining two in a reverse grip. He
met her ferocity with immovable strength, parrying a strike that would have taken his head off
and using the momentum to shove her violently backward.

Yugito skidded across the rocky ground, her claws carving deep gouges in the stone to slow her
momentum. She crouched, panting, hair wild around her face, eyes slitted and glowing with
Matatabi's influence.

"Sloppy," the great cat's voice echoed in her skull. It wasn't playful today. It hadn't been playful
in months. "You fight like a cornered rat, Yugito. Not a hunter. Your rage is dulling your
edge."

"Shut up," Yugito hissed aloud, glaring at Bee.

"The cat's got a point, yo," Bee said, straightening up and sheathing his blades with a
synchronized click. "You're aiming to kill the past, but you're just messin' up the present. That
hatred? It's dead weight. Makes you slow. Makes you predictable."

"He took Mabui," Yugito snarled, straightening up, the blue chakra receding but the anger
remaining, hot and tight under her skin. "He lied to us. To me. You heard what the Raikage said.
He's building an army of us. Of Jinchariki."

"Yeah. Heard it. Don't like it." Bee adjusted his sunglasses, his usually jovial face grim. "But
fighting me like I'm him ain't gonna bring her back. Get your head straight, girl. Bro is organizing
a summit. We gotta be sharp, not broken."

Bee turned and leaped away, disappearing over the edge of the cliff toward the lower village,
leaving Yugito alone with the howling wind and the accusing voice of her tenant.

"Bee is right,"” Matatabi growled. "If you face the Uzumaki whelp like this, he will tear you
apart. Or worse, he will talk, and you will listen again."

Yugito slammed her fist into a nearby rock formation, shattering the stone. "Never."

She grabbed her towel and headed down the winding mountain path toward the main village,
her body aching, her mind a turbulent storm.



The path led her past the Kumogakure Academy. It was dismissal time. The massive, bulbous
buildings that seemed to grow out of the thunderclouds were disgorging hundreds of children,
their high-pitched voices cutting through the thin mountain air.

Usually, Yugito avoided the Academy. It reminded her of her own isolated childhood, the
whispers, the fear in the eyes of other kids when they realized what she was.

But today, she stopped at the overlook railing, watching them.

They looked normal. Six-year-olds chasing each other, ten-year-olds trying to look cool with the
fake forehead protectors they had bought in a market somewhere. They were the future of
Kumo, the generation that was supposed to inherit the Will of Lightning—strength, decisiveness,
power.

But they weren't just Kumo kids anymore. They were the generation that Heard.

Every single one of them, three months ago, had stopped in their tracks, eyes wide, as Naruto
Uzumaki's voice resonated in their undeveloped chakra networks. They had heard his
indictment of the system that was currently training them to become killers.

Yugito watched a group of about eight children, maybe nine years old, gathered near the
Academy gates. They weren't playing "Ninja vs. Missing-nin" or "Kage Defense," the staples of
her own childhood.

They were standing in a circle, and one boy, with messy brown hair and a practice kunai tucked
into his belt, was standing in the middle on a small rock.

"You can't be the Raikage, Raiden!" another girl shouted. "We aren't playing villages today!"

"I'm not the Raikage!" the boy on the rock yelled back, striking a pose that looked eerily familiar
to Yugito—a hand thrust toward the sky. "I'm the Revolution! I'm gonna break the cycle!"

Yugito's breath hitched.
"What cycle?" a smaller boy asked, looking confused.

"The cycle of... you know!" The "revolutionary" boy stumbled, the complex ideology too big for
his vocabulary. "The thing where we have to fight Iwa! Why do we have to fight the Stone-nin,
anyway? My dad says they're just rocks for brains, but The Great Voice said they're just like us,
only used by their leaders."

"Yeah," the girl chimed in, kicking at the dirt. "My big brother died fighting Kiri two years ago.
Mama still cries when it rains. The Voice said we shouldn't have to die for... what did he call it?
'Profit margins'?"



Naruto hadn't just attacked the villages militarily; he had bypassed their entire indoctrination
system with a single jutsu. He had planted a seed of doubt in the most fertile ground imaginable:
the minds of children preparing for war.

"Hey! You there!"

A sharp, adult voice cracked across the courtyard. An Academy instructor, a chunin with a
severe haircut and the regulation flak jacket, marched toward the group of children. The kids
scrambled down from the rock, looking guilty.

"What is this nonsense?" the instructor demanded, towering over them. "Playing 'revolutionary'?
Repeating enemy propaganda?"

"We were just playing, sensei," the girl mumbled, shrinking back.

"It's not play! It's sedition!" The instructor grabbed the arm of the boy who had been on the rock,
shaking him roughly. "That man murdered his own Kage! He destroyed a village! He is a
monster who wants to kill us all. You will not speak his words in this Academy. Do you
understand?"

The boy nodded frantically, terrified. "Yes, sensei!"

"Detention for all of you. Tomorrow, you will write a thousand lines about the glory of the
Raikage and the necessity of our strength." The instructor released the boy with a shove and
marched them back toward the building.

Yugito gripped the cold metal railing until her knuckles turned white. The instructor felt he had
done his duty. He had crushed the dissent.

But Yugito had seen the boy's eyes right before he turned away. The terror had faded instantly,
replaced not by obedience, but by a sullen, resentful spark.

The crackdown hadn't erased the idea. It had just proved Naruto right in that boy's mind. The
system relies on force to keep you in line.

A cold chill made Yugito feel colder than ever before.

The Raikage was preparing for a war of jutsu and strategy. He was worried about Naruto's
power, his jinchiriki alliances, and his Rinnegan.

But looking at those sullen children marching back into the Academy, Yugito realized that they
might have already lost the most important battle. Naruto wasn't just trying to defeat the current
Kage. He was waiting for them to die out, having already captured the hearts of the ones who
would replace them.

"He is more dangerous than the First Hokage," Matatabi murmured, her voice heavy with
reluctant respect. "Hashirama captured all of us in a foolish idea, thinking spreading out to



other villages will somehow bring peace and order between villages, but Naruto is
avoiding that problem."

Yugito turned away from the overlook, sick to her stomach. She was training day and night,
sharpening her claws, hardening her heart, preparing to kill the man who had done this.

But if she killed him, would it even matter? If she cut off the head, would these seeds he planted
just grow wilder, fueled by his martyrdom?

She looked down at her own hand. She remembered the warmth of his skin that night on the
tower in Konoha, the gentle way he'd spoken about loneliness, about a world where people like
them didn't have to be weapons.

A part of her—the lonely little girl who had been feared by her own village—still desperately
wanted to believe him. That part of her understood those kids in the courtyard. That part of her
hated the instructor for yelling at them.

And that was why Naruto had to die.
Not just for Mabui. Not just for the Raikage. Not just for the stability of the shinobi world.

Yugito slowly curled her hand into a fist, her nails biting into her palms until she felt the sharp
sting of blood.

She had to kill him to silence the part of herself that agreed with him. She had to kill the hope he
had given her, because that hope was treason.

Kirigakure — Rebel Headquarters

The air in the underground command center was stale, recycling the same damp oxygen. Mei
Terumi stared at the map of the Water Country spread across her desk, her green eyes tracing
the red lines that marked their dwindling supply routes.

The heavy iron door groaned open. A scout stumbled in, mud caked on his flak jacket, his chest
heaving. He didn't salute; they were past formalities.

"Report," Mei said, her voice sharp.

"The supply team," the scout gasped, leaning against the wall. "The one targeting the northern
route. They... they were ambushed. Yagura's Hunter-nin. Three squads."

Mei closed her eyes for a brief second, exhaling a sigh that rattled in her chest. Zabuza was
leading that team. If three squads of Yagura's elite had caught them in the open...

"Are they dead?" she asked, preparing herself to add Zabuza Momochi to the long list of ghosts
she carried.



The scout swallowed hard, his eyes wide with a terror that seemed disconnected from the
ambush itself. "No, Mei-sama. They... they survived. They were saved."

"Saved?" Mei frowned. "By who? We have no other units in that sector."
"By... HIM."

Mei's eyes snapped open. The room went deadly silent. There was no need to ask for a name.
For three months, 'HIM' had meant only one person.

"You mean the Rinnegan user?" she whispered. "He's here?"

Before the scout could answer, the door swung open again, harder this time. Zabuza Momochi
strode in, looking like he had been dragged through a grinder. His bandages were stained with
mud and blood. Behind him, Haku and a dozen other survivors limped into the room, battered
but breathing.

"Lady Mei," Zabuza grunted, leaning his sword against the wall. "The supply line is gone.
Destroyed during the fighting. We couldn't save the cargo."

"To hell with the cargo," Mei said, stepping around her desk. "You're alive. The scout said you
were ambushed by three squads. How did you survive?"

"I happened to be in the neighborhood," a calm, melodic voice drifted in from the corridor. "So |
decided to lend a hand to a fellow shinobi."

The air pressure in the room plummeted. It wasn't a technique; it was sheer presence.
Naruto Uzumaki stepped through the doorway.

He wore a long coat of red and black that seemed untouched by the mud of the battlefield. His
spiky blonde hair caught the flickering light of the torches, but it was his eyes that sucked the
oxygen out of the room.

The Rinnegan. Purple, rippled, devoid of pupil or iris. They looked at Mei, and she felt stripped
bare, as if he were reading the history of her bloodline written on her bones.

Her guards tensed, hands flying to their weapons. Zabuza didn't move, knowing it was pointless.

Mei did not flinch. She did not step back. She met the gaze of the god who had broken the world
and offered him a polite nod.

"Naruto Uzumaki," she said, her voice smooth as silk. "I've heard a great deal about you."
"And | you, Mei Terumi," Naruto replied, stepping further into the room.

"What is your business in Kirigakure?" she asked.



Naruto didn't answer immediately. He glanced around the room, looking at the scout, the
guards, even Zabuza and Haku. It was a dismissal.

Mei understood instantly. She waved her hand. "Leave us."
"Mei-sama!" Ao protested, stepping forward. "You cannot be alone with—"

"l said leave," Mei commanded, her tone brooking no argument. "All of you. Take the wounded
to the medical bay."

Ao hesitated, looked at Naruto's indifferent expression, and realized that if the boy wanted Mei
dead, Ao's presence wouldn't change the outcome by a single second. He bowed stiffly and
ushered the others out. Zabuza gave Naruto one last, complicated look before following them.

The heavy door clanged shut, leaving them in silence.

Mei leaned back against her desk, crossing her arms to stop her hands from trembling. She
gestured to a small side table where a bottle of sake sat.

"Would you like something to drink?" she asked.

Naruto smiled—a small, disarming expression that looked strange in those eyes. "l would
appreciate that."

Mei poured two cups. She handed him one, her fingers brushing his. His skin was warm. He
took a sip, humming in appreciation.

"It's good," he said. He looked at her over the rim of the cup, his gaze sweeping over her face,
her hair, her figure. It wasn't the lecherous ogling she was used to from men; it was an aesthetic
appreciation, like someone admiring a painting. "You know, the wanted posters don't do you
justice. | hadn't known Mei Terumi was such a beautiful woman."

Mei took a sip of her own sake, the burn settling her nerves. "Flattery? From the man who killed
the Third Hokage? | expected more fire and brimstone."

"I have plenty of fire," Naruto said, setting the cup down. "But beauty should always be
acknowledged."

Mei set her cup down next to his. The pleasantries were done.
"Are you here to kill us?" she asked bluntly. "Are you here to finish what Yagura started?"

Naruto looked at her, and the purple ripples seemed to rotate slowly. "If | wanted you dead, Mei,
you would have died before you heard my footsteps."

He stepped closer, the aura of power around him suffocating. "l am here to help."



Mei let out a short, sarcastic laugh. "Help? The destroyer of Konoha, the enemy of the Five
Nations, wants to help a ragtag group of rebels in a failing civil war? That is very generous of
you."

She locked eyes with him, summoning every ounce of her Kage-level will.

"And what is the price?" she asked. "Mercenaries want money. Nations want land. Demons want
souls. What does Naruto Uzumaki want?"

Naruto smiled, and for a second, the terrifying pressure vanished, replaced by a serene,
terrifying certainty.

"The price," he said casually, "is Peace."




