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  Chapter 1: The Book Burn


The morning sun cracked open the day with a slab of dirty gold across the public square, throwing long, cold shadows that seemed to shiver as much as the citizens assembled. The square—once a place of midday commerce and midnight flings—stands repurposed, stripped of color and sound, save for the metallic whir of drone-cameras and the click of boot heels on tile. Every shopfront is shuttered; the fountains run dry, filled now with nothing but stagnant, green-tinted rainwater and a slurry of torn paper. 
Kaia stands near the front of the crowd, hands jammed into the pockets of her over sized coat, shoulders hunched in a way that makes her look younger than eighteen, though the cut of her jaw betrays something old and unyielding. She’s not tall, but what she lacks in height she makes up for in a kind of coiled tension, the kind of posture that says she’s here on her own terms. Her eyes—deep brown, almost black in this light—never left the center of the square, where scaffolding formed a crooked ring around the largest bonfire pit Kaia had ever seen. At the pit’s base, books pile up in a gluttonous heap: textbooks, prayer scrolls, hand bound diaries, popular science rags, cheap adventure serials, and, scattered among them like trampled flowers, children’s picture books with covers as bright as bruises.
She clutches her copy of "The Girl with the Silver Thread" under her coat, pressed hard against the heat of her sternum. In her fist, hidden and palmed with professional sleight, is a scrap of aged vellum: her mother’s bookmark token, a blue-ribboned slip embossed with a feather. The paper is soft at the edges from years of nervous fiddling. Kaia tasted metal at the back of her tongue, not unlike the blood that slicked your teeth after a fall. She swallows, but it stays.
The square fills slowly, a thickening crowd of silent citizens—mothers, scholars, children, shoulders brushing as they press closer to the pyre. The crowd—two hundred strong, maybe more—packed in tighter as more citizens were herded from adjoining streets by the blocky silhouettes of government Censors. The Censors’ uniforms are new this season, the kind of precise tailoring that screams confidence and coin, though every inch of it is designed to be anonymous: matte olive-green, zero insignia, zero humanity. Their faces are rendered as featureless slabs behind polarized visors. Each carries a long baton and a sidearm. It would be comical if it wasn’t so perfectly calculated. Kaia wonders if that was the point.
A mother with a tangled bun and a stained utility apron pulls her two boys close, pressing their faces into her hips as the eldest—barely seven, thin arms wrapped around a battered comic book—tries not to cry. An old man in a scholar’s cap stands ramrod straight, bookless, eyes fixed on the ground as if studying the subtle cracks between flagstones. Further down, a woman in a patched-up windbreaker hugs a stack of handwritten ledgers to her chest. Her nails are bitten to the quick. There is a low current of conversation, all of it conducted in a language of glances and barely-audible whispers.
At exactly six minutes past dawn, a siren blared—a reedy, unpleasant wail designed to get under the skin and stay there. It does its job. The crowd jolts as one. Kaia’s knuckles went white around the book’s spine. 
Censors line the perimeter of the square, some standing sentinel, others prowling the edges like wolves denied the kill. At the head of the pyre, a raised dais has been constructed—temporary, but well built. A woman stands atop it: not tall, but every inch a commander, her hair hidden beneath the standard-issue cap, her posture radiating authority. She holds a voice amplifier in one hand and a tablet in the other. When she speaks, the sound fills every crack in the square.
“Attention, citizens of New Vahlien,” the woman’s voice rings. “By executive order of the League of Security and Censorship, all unauthorized written materials are to be surrendered immediately. Compliance ensures your safety and the safety of those around you.”
In her voice resonates not anger, but a profound certainty honed through countless repetitions in a thousand towns, with the promise of a thousand more to come. The very words reverberate from the speakers perched on high scaffolding, underscoring the omnipresence of surveillance beyond mere human sight. 
Censors moved into the crowd, arms outstretched. “Books. Now. No exceptions,” they repeated, each word a bludgeon. A few people in the back resist at first, clutching their volumes like life preservers, but the press of bodies and the hard eyes behind the visors make protest evaporate. One by one, citizens pass forward their stories.
Kaia sees the little boy with the comic. His mother kneels and pries the book from his hands, gently, like removing a splinter. The boy’s lips quiver, but he does not make a sound. When the Censor reaches him, he merely holds out his arms, empty, eyes wide and dry. The Censor snatches the book, its cover a riot of reds and yellows, and tosses it toward the pyre. The boy’s mother keeps her hands on his shoulders. He stands very straight, like he’s learned that from someone important.
Rows ahead, a girl not much older than Kaia surrenders a collection of poetry, its spine shot through with duct tape. She kisses the cover once, quick, then hands it over without meeting the Censor’s gaze.
Kaia’s turn comes. The Censor in front of her is tall, genderless behind the armor, but the movement of his gloved fingers suggests impatience. “Book. Now.” 
She pulls “The Girl with the Silver Thread” from her coat, her thumb lingering on the embossed title. The Censor’s hand closes over the cover, but Kaia doesn’t let go.
“Please,” she said, voice tight. “This was my mother’s.”
The Censor tilts his head. “No exceptions,” he repeated. But his grip doesn’t tighten. For half a heartbeat, Kaia thinks he might hesitate.
He does not. With a practiced jerk, he yanks the book free, leaving Kaia’s fingers gripping nothing but the air. For a moment, she is nine years old again, crouched behind a couch as men in identical uniforms smashed the glass of her childhood bookshelf, taking everything that wasn’t stamped with the right insignia. Her mother’s hands, soft and strong, had shielded Kaia’s face then, whispering: “Remember, stories outlive stone.”
The book lands atop the pile with a flat, unimpressed thud. Kaia doesn’t move. The crowd surges forward, the lost books growing into a mountain, a monument to something no one is allowed to name.
The Censor leans in, closer than necessary. Kaia meets the reflected shape of her own face in his visor. He could say a hundred things. He says nothing. She feels the words lodged tight in her throat.
She slides her hand back into her pocket, finds the bookmark token by touch, and squeezes it until the edge bites into her palm. She wills herself steady. She is a witness; she is not a victim. Her mother’s voice in her head, steady as a tide: “Hold fast to what’s true, no matter how the wind howls.”
The Censors continue the sweep, each confiscated book a small funeral, each exchange stitched together with the same mix of resignation and desperate, failing dignity. The woman on the dais raises her amplifier again.
“All contraband is to be incinerated. Anyone found concealing or distributing forbidden literature will be detained for reeducation. Your cooperation is appreciated.”
As the last of the books join the pyre, a hush rolls over the square. The Censors retreat to the perimeter, forming a solid ring. From the scaffolding above, a young Censor-in-training pours accelerant over the pile. The scent hits Kaia’s nose—sharp, chemical, obliterating the residual memory of ink and old paper. 
She sets her jaw, focusing on the child with the comic, on the old scholar with his empty hands, on the clutch of people who watch their private histories become state fuel. She makes herself memorize each face. Someone has to.
She will tell this story again, if only to herself. 
A single match drops. The pyre erupts in a blossom of orange and black, the smoke rising like a bitter prayer against the morning sky.
Kaia does not cry. She stands with the crowd, eyes locked on the flame, the taste of iron thick in her mouth and the sharp edge of the bookmark token digging deeper into her flesh. The wind shifts, and the ashes drift. She breathes them in, lets them settle, waits for what must come next.
The child with the comic steps forward, his small hands trembling as he adds his treasure to the pile. Kaia watches as the old scholar follows suit, a resigned sigh escaping his lips. The crowd's murmurs fade into silence, their collective breath held in anticipation of the inevitable.

      [image: ]They come for her with a rhythm: two Censors, flanking, boots crushing gravel and cigarette butts. One—the taller, with a scar bisecting his chin—raises a hand. “You. Hands out.”
Kaia feels the weight of her vulnerability pressing down on her, clutching her book protectively against her chest. Despite her efforts to diminish herself, the Censor moves with decisive swiftness. "Hand it over," comes the demand, delivered in a tone as chillingly smooth as ice freshly sculpted. This request holds no trace of personal vendetta; it is a cold and calculated necessity.
As her legs tremble with the threat of collapse, Kaia summons the strength within her by summoning memories of her mother. She recalls the comforting cadence of a story told during a fierce storm, finding solace in the warmth of a blanket and the familiar voice that once sheltered her. With steely determination, she locks eyes with the Censor through the visor, only to be met with a reflection of her own strained visage—a ghostly image, her features stretched taut and drained of color, lips forming a line of resilience. 
“Please,” Kaia says. Not louder than a whisper. “That’s mine.”
The taller Censor’s glove clamps down on her wrist and pulls, exposing the book. The cover is faded, the edges chewed by years and by hands more gentle than this. The Censor rips it from her, thumb leaving a greasy print across the title.
Kaia’s arm jerks, and the air is colder where the book was. She fights the urge to clutch at the empty space, to howl. Instead, she inhales, her breath catching half-way, as if her lungs aren’t sure whether to fill with oxygen or despair.
The book is tossed without ceremony onto the pyre, vanishing into the heap. Someone else’s diary lands next. A stack of school primers, then a glossy magazine with a smiling woman on the cover. Every story ever held close, every secret scribbled in a margin, every word some kid dared to spell out loud—all of it landing in the pit with a sound too soft for what’s being done.
The Censor’s hand lingers a moment, as if to ensure Kaia won’t cause trouble. Her knuckles are white on the bookmark, her pulse a furious drum. She feels the slick wetness of sweat, or maybe blood, where the token’s corner digs into her flesh. She keeps her hand at her side, curled, refusing to wipe her face even as her eyes threaten to leak.
The Censors move on, methodical, their collection of griefs unbroken by argument or plea. The pile grows, becomes monstrous. The old man at the front, empty-handed before, is pulled aside and frisked. They find nothing but a sheaf of blank notepaper, which the Censors take anyway. Blank pages, futureless.
When the last book is thrown, the commander on the dais gives a signal. A young woman—Censor-trainee, barely older than Kaia—walks up with a long lighter. Her hand shakes, just once, before she presses the trigger.
There’s no dramatic whoosh, just a hungry sizzle as fire snakes its way up the heap. The first thing to go is a stack of coloring books, their covers curling like the petals of dying flowers. The flames move fast, an orange beast devouring its own tail. Pages blacken and shrink, then burst into dry gray flakes. The words lose meaning, burn through language, become dust.
Kaia’s heartbeat thundered in her ears as the last of her mother’s book disappeared into ash. The blue thread on its cover—gone. Her jaw clenched until the hinge ached, but the pain felt distant now, replaced by something colder, sharper. The sweet-sick scent of burning glue filled her lungs, no longer choking—fueling. Around her, others coughed or stared hollow-eyed at the blaze. But something inside Kaia was crystallizing.
She opened her bloodied fist. The bookmark token lay in her palm, its feather imprint pressed red into the skin.
This wasn’t just witness anymore.
This was vow.
She tucked the token into her pocket with care she’d never given herself, fingers trembling, unapologetic. No one was watching now. All eyes were on the fire.
The last of the books collapsed into themselves, a slow implosion of smoke and color. The Censors remained ringed around the square, still and faceless, their job done but their presence unrelenting.
Then came the voice—mechanical and final—from the platform.“The cleansing is complete. All citizens, disperse. Return to your homes.”
No one moved at first. The crowd stayed rooted, as if expecting more. A reprieve. A rescue. Something.
But nothing came.
People began to peel away. A mother guiding her sons. The ledger woman blinking through soot. The old man in the scholar’s cap, who hadn’t brought a book but had lost something just the same. They slipped into alleys and avenues like ghosts leaving their own funeral.
Kaia stayed.The pyre was still smoldering, edges glowing like coals beneath a dead star. She stepped closer—not close enough to invite questions, but enough to see the shape of her book’s spine among the remains. It didn’t matter if it was truly hers. She decided it was.
A Censor turned her way. She didn’t flinch. Just shifted her weight, made her body look compliant.
The visor held still. Then turned away.Only then did she allow herself to breathe.
She reached inside her coat, fingers brushing the inside seam she’d stitched shut last winter. With a slow, practiced motion, she tucked the token inside. Hidden. Safe. If they wanted it, they’d have to tear it from her.
The wind changed. Ash drifted sideways, soft as snow.

      [image: ]Smoke drapes the square, refusing to dissipate. It clings to coats and skin, gets under nails, lives in the hollows of throats. Most in the crowd turn away from the fire as soon as the first wave of heat and memory hits—eyes watering, faces shut tight, spines bent in the posture of defeat. A few, though, keep their faces turned to the flames, unblinking: the mother with her two sons, the ledger woman, the old man with the scholar’s cap.
Kaia stands among them, arms folded tight across her ribs, the chill now numbed by the intensity of the blaze. She tracks the faces of those around her—how some flinch with every new book tossed into the furnace, how others stare at nothing, their thoughts folded inward. There are even a handful who watch the burning with a kind of brittle anticipation, as if waiting for the fire to render them empty enough to start over.
She catches the old man’s gaze. He nods, just once—a motion so small it could be mistaken for a tic. In that second, Kaia feels a sharp, electric communion. They are both witnesses. They will both remember.
The Censors patrol the edge of the square, making a show of vigilance even as the work is already done. When the last book is nothing but a ghost of itself, the commander lifts the amplifier one more time.
“The cleansing is complete. All citizens, disperse. Return to your homes.”
The crowd, once packed tight with anxiety, splits apart. Some people hurry, eager to flee, while others linger at the perimeter, unwilling or unable to leave the place where their history was unmade. Kaia does not move. She remains as the crowd thins, stands until the only company she has is the crackle of cooling paper and the occasional distant cough.
The pyre guttered down to embers, the square stripped of sound except for the wind and the faint, slow footsteps of the last departing witnesses.
Kaia’s jaw worked side to side, teeth grinding against the taste of ash. Her heart still races, but the pulse is steadier now—each beat forging something harder inside her chest. She takes a deep breath through her nose, lets it fill her lungs with the acrid air, then lets it out slow and deliberate.
She uncurling her stiff fingers, looked down at the bookmark token. The ribbon is scorched at the edge, the embossed feather smudged but still visible, blue against brown and red. She wiped it clean on the inside hem of her coat, then held it up to the dying sun, letting the light filter through. It’s damaged, but it’s survived. She allows herself one nod of acknowledgment. Small mercies.
The ash settles like gray snow, coating her boots, her shoulders, her resolve. Kaia turns away only when the last ember dies, when even the Censors begin their methodical retreat into the gathering dusk. Their white uniforms catch the failing light, making them look like ghosts drifting through the haze.
With care, Kaia tucks the token into a secret seam in her jacket, a place no Censor will ever find unless they tear her apart to get it. She smooths the coat over, then squares her shoulders and looks again at the ashen pit.
She knows, with sudden clarity, that this is not the end. They can burn every book, every scrap of memory, but they cannot erase the hunger for story, or the things that stories plant inside those who read them.
Her steps are steady as she turns away from the pyre, leaving the square behind. Each footfall presses a line into the dust, a small act of reclamation. The taste of ash is still in her mouth, but it’s fading—replaced by something sharper, something alive.
Kaia walks home alone, spine straight, the wound in her palm already clotting. She touches the spot through her coat, lets her thumb rest there, a silent promise made to nobody but herself.
Let them think they’ve won, she thinks. Let them think they’ve buried every word. They haven’t met me yet.
Later, in her narrow bunk, she traces the token's edges until her fingertips go numb. Sleep won't come—hasn't come easily since that night three weeks ago when everything changed. The compound's night-cycle lights flicker their usual sickly green through her window, casting shadows that remind her of burning pages. But tonight, instead of grief, she feels something else stirring: purpose. The stories weren't just destroyed; they were entrusted to her. And she knows exactly what to do with that trust.






  
  Chapter 2: Application Denied


She spends the wait in a windowless concrete hall, the air freezer-bright, every surface scrubbed so clean it feels less like a place for people and more like a display for how little they matter. The lighting is the sickly kind—the tubes flicker on a barely perceptible pulse, calculated to keep applicants' nerves primed and every moment measured against fatigue. Along both sides of the room, steel desks form two silent battalions, each fronted by a hunchbacked chair. She counts at least three dozen would-be recruits: some hunched in defeat before they've begun, others fidgeting with nervous kinetic energy, a handful blank and still as mannequins facing a future they refuse to contemplate. 
Kaia’s desk is near the end of the left row, where the drafty vent stabs at her ankles and the line of sight faces the main door—a minor mercy in the panopticon design. She cradles her application folder as if it might disintegrate, thumb stroking the cardboard edge until it turns soft. Inside: her essays (each rewritten, then recopied in careful script, then proofed again for errors), the bureaucratic forms she’d begged off a neighbor who worked maintenance in Records, and, secreted between them, her mother’s bookmark token. Blue ribbon, pressed feather, still holding a faint trace of sandalwood and something indefinably home.
Every so often, an assistant in LDC livery—navy sleeves rolled and pale wrists marked with bandage ink—glides up to the next desk and deposits a numbered chit. That’s the sign: approach the front panel when summoned, address the clerk only by title, answer quickly and completely, do not—under pain of rejection—ask questions back.
Her number is 41. She rehearses the script under her breath, lips barely moving. She’d spent days memorizing the current Code, cross-referencing old snippets with what leaks through the rumor-web, prepping for every trick question she can imagine. She’d also spent three sleepless nights, eyes raw and aching, certain she’d fail at the first hurdle—exposed as a fraud, a plant, or a sentimentalist and banned for life.
The scent of ash wafts in. Only the air filter recycling a poor batch, but it hits her with a whiplash—first the tang of burning paper, then the taste of iron on her tongue. She blinks, sees the square, the pyre, the Censor with a face like poured wax. She forces the image down, buries it beneath the thrum of her heartbeat and the familiar mantra: hold fast, keep going, stories outlive stone.
The speaker crackles. “Forty-one.” 
Kaia stands, every joint tight, and walks to the intake desk.
The intake clerk is a man who may once have been young. He has that government look, features nipped and tucked at the edges by years of routine, eyes bleached gray from the overhead bulbs. His uniform is crisp, the nameplate so polished it bounces the fluorescence straight back into Kaia’s retina. His fingers—long, almost delicate—fan her packet open with the careful precision of a bird of prey landing on a carcass.
He begins to read. Not skim; read. The silence stretches, broken only by the distant cough of an applicant on the other end of the room. Kaia forces her hands behind her back. She fixes her eyes on a hairline crack in the desk’s metal surface, refusing to blink.
At last, the clerk says, “Essays. Handwritten.”
She nods, not sure if it’s an accusation or a compliment.
“Extra forms: Redundant. Disregard those in future.”
“Yes, sir.”
He flips the ribboned token with a pinky and pushes it aside without a glance. “Sentimental items disallowed in application packets.”
Kaia opens her mouth, but his gaze slides past her like as if she isn’t there at all.
He presses a button beneath the desk. After five seconds, a narrow receipt prints from a slot near her elbow. The clerk pulls it free, snaps it flat, and stamps the top in wet red with the LDC insignia: the torqued torch.
The stamp lands hard and final in red ink: APPLICATION DENIED.
He passes it over. “Application rejected. Insufficient qualifications. Psychological profile: does not meet League thresholds.” The words fall in a single, unbroken exhale.
She grabs the slip, skin already numb.
“There must be a mistake,” Kaia says, voice less steady than she wants. “I’ve memorized every regulation. I know the Defense code. My test scores—”
“Next applicant.” He is already reaching for another folder.
She clamps her hand on the desk, hard enough to rattle the pens in his cup. “That’s it? No feedback, no recourse—?”
“Further questions must be submitted in writing to the Disputes Office.” He slides her packet, mother’s token and all, into a pale gray return bin.
Her fury surged, then collapsed, leaving nothing but a frozen hollow where her chest used to be. She gazes at the receipt, the words emblazoned so intensely they seep through to the other side: “APPLICATION DENIED.” Raising her eyes against better judgment, she meets the clerk's indifferent gaze, already drifting to the next patron. In a fleeting moment, she detects a glint in his expression—not remorse, not compassion, but perhaps a hint of apathy or exhaustion, a man who has flattened the world and now merely shuffles its fragments.
She stands, folder pressed to her chest, she trudges back to her desk. Fellow candidates either avert their gazes or observe her with ravenous delight at her misfortune. She tries not to care.
Kaia sits in the chair, not trusting her legs to hold her just yet. She turns the LDC slip over and over, as if the words might shift, as if she could squeeze a second chance from the paper. She can’t. The room feels smaller now, the lights more pitiless. 
“If they won’t see me, I’ll make them.”
Unfurling her folder, she inspects the token. Its edge is creased, the feather slightly crumpled. Still, it retains its allure. Safeguarding it in her sleeve as best she can, she rises.
With a deep breath, Kaia tucks the rejection slip into her folder. She forces herself to stand tall, refusing to let disappointment buckle her knees. Her heart pounded in her chest like a war drum as she gathered her belongings. The room seems to blur around her as she focuses on the exit, the only path left for her now.

      [image: ]Kaia makes it five steps from the door before the echo of “insufficient qualifications” curdles in her throat and stops her dead. She stands in the corridor, lightless except for the phosphor squares stamped every meter, and looks down at the slip. The red stamp. The finality. Her own name, spelled with that dead bureaucratic precision, as if the code has already cut out her heart and put the rest on file.
She does not move. She remembers her mother’s lesson: if the world closes, you wedge a story in the crack and lever it back open. This is that moment.
Kaia returns to the hall and sits again in the cold chair, this time facing the wall, not the door. She waits for the next number to be called, for the next rejection to pass by like an untended wound. Around her, the other applicants shift in their seats, glancing up from the corners of their eyes—curious, uneasy, or just waiting for her to crack and leave for good.
She won’t. She studies the room. There is a clock, but the hands don’t move. A security camera tracks left to right and back again, a digital eyelid blinking in a loop. The air vent clicks on and off, adding a mechanical sigh to the room’s rhythm.
At the intake desk, the clerk chews through the stack of folders, stamping denial after denial, each time with a sharp, rhythmic snap of the seal. Some applicants argue; none succeed. Every rejection is final.
When the next round of numbers comes, Kaia is ready. She waits until the line has thinned, then stands and steps back to the desk.
The clerk looks up, visibly irritated. “You were already processed.”
“Yes,” Kaia says, voice steady as she can manage. “But there’s no reason. No specifics. How can I improve if—”
He holds up a hand. “This is not a school. It’s a service. You’re not qualified.”
Kaia’s jaw works side to side, like she might grind the words down to something sharper. “What’s wrong with my profile? I met every requirement. I even—”
“Security.” The clerk doesn’t shout, just lifts his gaze over Kaia’s shoulder.
Two guards materialize, one flanking each side of her, hands tucked casual in their belts, but eyes alert. The larger one has the kind of face that would look at home in a sculpture: unfinished, angular, with a nose left slightly askew as if no one cared to fix it.
“Let’s not do this,” the guard mutters, barely audible.
Kaia ignores him. She digs in her heels, not willing to budge. “I know the mission statement by heart,” she says, but her voice is turning brittle, like the words could snap if she pushes too hard. “If I’m being disqualified, I have the right to know why.”
The clerk sighs, not even hiding his exasperation. “If you want, I’ll write it on your slip. ‘Does not meet psychological profile thresholds.’ There. Now it’s official.”
A flush rises, burning at Kaia’s neck. “Based on what? You don’t even know me. This is a—”
There’s a bang—a door slamming open somewhere up the hall. The sound brings every face up, every body tense.
A courier in the gray-and-blue of the LDC strides into the intake room, moving like he’s racing his own shadow. He looks young, too young for the uniform, but wears it with the certainty of someone who’s never failed a test in his life. His boots land with a series of sharp, deliberate cracks on the tile, and the breathlessness in his gait is the only sign this isn’t a scheduled event.
The guards’ posture changes. The intake clerk straightens, folding his hands atop the desk in a posture of practiced subservience.
The courier speaks in a voice loud enough for the whole room to hear: “Priority override for candidate Mori, Kaia. Command Level Alpha. By order of Colonel Harada.” 
The room ripples—every applicant, every security, every desk drone—and Kaia feels her blood run cold, then hot. For a full second, she wonders if it’s a trick, if the whole thing is an elaborate cruelty. Recognition feels dangerous, like the stamp of a target. 
She pictures her mother whispering stories like secrets, an act of resistance with its own sharp edges. This moment: a crack to lever open or just another kind of control? But the courier is at the desk now, holding a sealed envelope with a wax insignia stamped so deep it has pressed through the paper. He hands it to the intake clerk, who takes it with something close to reverence. 
The clerk peels back the wax seal with a shaky thumbnail, unfolds the letter, and scans its contents. Kaia's heart pounds as he scans the words on the page. The clerk’s mouth moves soundlessly, then halts. His gaze meets hers, a fleeting expression of humanity crossing his features—surprise, or perhaps the faint stirrings of doubt breaking through for the first time. 
He clears his throat. “Override authorization. Effective immediately, candidate is to be reconsidered and expedited for assignment.” 
Silence envelops the room. The pounding in Kaia’s ears grows deafening. She thinks of her mother’s stories, how they defied the cold precision of printouts, how her own belief in them is what matters now. 
The clerk retrieves her file from the bin, placing it on the desk before reaching for the stamp once more. This time, the impression emerges clean and bold: “ACCEPTED.” He adds his initials, then, as an afterthought, retrieves her mother’s cherished bookmark token from within the documents, laying it gently atop the folder as if bestowing a sacred blessing. 
Meeting Kaia's eyes again, he truly sees her for the first time. “You’ve made it.”
A gasp escapes her, the tension releasing in a rush that nearly buckles her legs. The urge to scream, to laugh, to shatter something wells up within her, but instead, she simply nods, accepting the slip from his outstretched hand. Unsure how to express gratitude to a man who had attempted to erase her existence just moments ago, she remains silent. 
The guards faded into the background, their duty forgotten, while murmurs of astonishment rippled through the other recruits. 
“That’s the girl who—”
“Level Alpha, did you see?”
“She must have done something—”
The courier gives her a look as he leaves—an up-and-down scan, as if taking inventory of her bones and skin. He doesn’t speak, but there’s something in his eyes: the knowledge that today’s miracle is tomorrow’s liability. Kaia recognizes the calculation and files it away.
As she leaves the intake desk, Kaia resists the urge to walk with pride. The room watches her, but she refuses to give them the satisfaction of seeing her gloat or falter. She just walks steady, slow, eyes fixed on the exit sign glowing dull red at the end of the corridor.
Out in the hall, she allows herself a moment to lean against the wall, the slip pressed to her chest. She reads it again, just to be sure it’s real. Then she checks the letter, the override order, the wax seal—a complicated signature she doesn’t recognize, a note in unfamiliar handwriting. There’s a footnote at the bottom, hastily scrawled:
“Commended for recovery of contraband literature, New Vahlien. Further review recommended. Cultural Anomaly Assessment protocol: initiate.”
Below that, in smaller print, a marginal scribble she almost misses:
“Unwavering resolve. Recommend for pilot program. —Lt. Dojo”
She stares at the name, trying to recall it from lecture lists, public bulletins, half-forgotten stories traded over illicit cups of synth-tea. The only thing she remembers is a rumor: that once, years ago, a candidate had refused to burn their own history, and they’d made him a legend or a ghost, depending on who you asked.
The sun had already begun its descent when Kaia emerged from the government district, casting long shadows that stretched like grasping fingers across the cracked pavement. She let the cooling air wash over her flushed face, trying to still the racing drum of her thoughts. The override letter seems to pulse against her side with each step, a constant reminder of what she's just set in motion.
Above her, the massive screens that usually broadcast propaganda flicker and dim as the evening curfew approaches. Citizens hurry past, heads down, while patrol drones hum their routine patterns overhead. But tonight, even their mechanical whine sounds different to Kaia—less threatening, more like white noise in the background of her own quiet revolution. She had six hours until the meeting point. Six hours to decide if she was really ready for what the Resistance was asking of her.
The safe house lay on the other side of the industrial sector, past the defunct factories and their skeletal remains. Getting there means crossing three checkpoints, each one a test of her newly forged credentials. Kaia's hand brushes her coat pocket again, feeling the edges of her future through the fabric. The sun sinks lower, painting the smog-filled sky in shades of rust and warning. It's time to move.






  
  Chapter 3: Initiation Day


The LDC Academy was less institution than barricade, a fortress raised not only against the world outside but the possibility of anything unknown creeping in. The exterior wall reared like the edge of a collapsed dam, slabs of poured gray stacked three stories high and capped with razor-thread and motion lights blinking in nervous sync with the wet, low-hanging sky. No banners, no domes, no ornamental gates—only the functional repetition of warning glyphs, hazard striping, and the endlessly cycling whine of perimeter alarms. At ground level, the perimeter seethed: security drones the size of severed fists skittered along the wall, their vacu-legs clinging to the cement as their single eyes flicked from red to blue and back, cataloguing the street and every face passing by. Overhead, the Central Archive Nexus arcs like the rib cage of some fossilized giant, glass and memory alloy limned in sodium lamps, its ten-story stacks wrapped around the Academy with a grip that looks almost predatory. Suspended walkways—sky-bridges threaded with mesh and reinforced by steel—spanned the narrow canyons between towers, connecting the citadel to the other floating isles beyond. At certain hours, Kaia could see the silhouettes of staff and students in transit, faces obscured by masks or visors, hunched against the wind and the watchful gaze of the towers above. 
Set into the wall, the main gate is not so much an entrance as a wound. Solid iron, factory-built, coated in matte black that chews the light, it bears the stenciled warning sigils of five different security agencies. The glyphs swarm like angry script: NO UNAUTHORIZED ACCESS, LEVEL FOUR CONTAMINATION PROTOCOL, and the triple-barred hazard icon that indicts not just trespassers but anyone foolish enough to hesitate in its shadow. The gate is flanked above by twin guardhouses, each with a panoramic view port and a mounted pulse cannon. Below, the sidewalk is scored by the drag marks of countless armored boots and, less often, the tread of anti-riot vehicles. The only ornament is a single, weathered placard bolted to the right pillar, its slogan only visible up close: “Memory Is the Shield of Civilization.” Someone has tried to scratch out the word ‘civilization’ and replace it with ‘obedience,’ but the attempt has been painted over so many times the result looks like a bruise.
Kaia stepped off the city tram and joined the loose trickle of new recruits funneling toward the entrance. Most walk with heads down, feet shuffling at speeds set by those in front of them. The corridor to the gate runs the length of a single football field, flanked on either side by concrete barriers. On the left: the ghosted outline of what was once a playground, now a patchwork of mud and splintered plastic. On the right: a reflecting pool, drained and littered with cigarette ends and the glassy shards of old streetlamps.
She walked steady, not too fast, not too slow, the override letter folded flat against her ribs and her mother's bookmark token wedged inside the right cuff of her jacket, held in place with a strip of medical tape. The sleeve is stiff where the tape pulls against the fabric, a minor discomfort compared to the million other ways she could get caught. She counted the steps, catalogued the distance, tried not to calculate how easily a person could be shot here and simply replaced with the next in line.
The recruits were mostly her age or younger—late teens, early twenties—the exact demographic deemed least valuable as individuals, most malleable in bulk. Some wear old league uniforms, the colors faded from repeated washes, while others show up in what looks like their best approximation of the standard-issue: black boots, gray pants, anything to blend in. Kaia is somewhere in the middle, her jacket still stained from last season’s rainfall, boots patched with a strip of adhesive meant for plumbing leaks.
As she neared the gate, the sense-memory of the book pyre clawed at her—smoke and heat and the sick feeling of being watched. Here, everything is a performance of power; the burning was messy, personal, raw. This is antiseptic, impersonal—order weaponized against even the most harmless deviation.
A voice barks from the gate’s PA. “STOP. PRESENT IDENTIFICATION.”
Kaia fumbled her temp badge from an inside pocket. The plastic is warped from sweat, the barcode already smudged, but the chip still scans. The guard on the other side wears full riot armor, face shield up. His eyes are quick and dark, but he doesn’t look at her, not really—he’s watching her hands, her pockets, the nervous flutter at her throat.
“Remove all metal items, place in bin.” The guard gestures to a plastic crate. Kaia slips the key ring from her belt, the battered coin from her shoe, the ribbon-twist that had once held her hair back during study marathons. She hesitates only a fraction before placing them in the bin. The bookmark, hidden in her sleeve, presses against the thin skin above her wrist.
She stepped through the first of three gates, each one scanning a different frequency: electromagnetic, thermal, bio. With every gate, a row of lights runs up and down her silhouette. They make no mention of the tape or the token; either the device is too small to trip the sensors, or the guards are too busy with the next hundred bodies in line. She doesn’t care to question her luck.
Beyond the scanners, recruits were herded into the main intake yard. The ground here is flawless concrete, fresh-poured and still faintly reeking of lime. Along one wall, a series of metal benches lines up like pews in a secular church. The benches are filled with bodies—waiting, waiting, always waiting—while overhead, surveillance domes rotate on programmed cycles, the hiss of their servos slicing the silence into uneven ribbons.
Kaia keeps her head up, scanning the faces around her for a crack, a cue, some sign that anyone else feels what she feels. Most avert their gaze; a few stare straight ahead with an intensity that borders on self-hypnosis. One kid, maybe twelve, sits at the end of a bench, fists balled and wedged between his knees, eyes rimmed in red. Kaia recognizes the look. She almost wants to speak to him, offer something—solidarity, a joke, even just a name—but she bites it back. Nothing good comes from standing out, not here, not yet.
From the far end of the yard, another line begins to move. Two more guards, this pair less armored but more heavily armed, usher recruits forward to a series of partitioned tables. The air here feels colder still; the hum of overhead lights is so loud it almost presses against the skin. Kaia steps into line and waits her turn, fingers flexing inside her sleeves.
When she reaches the table, the intake officer—a woman with a face like a blade, her eyes rimmed in gold eyeliner—waves her forward.
“Name,” the woman says, already entering data into a tablet.
“Mori. Kaia.” She spells it, out of habit.
The woman’s hands never stop moving. “Division?”
“LDC. Library Defense Corps. Apprentice, first class.” She hopes that’s the right designation; the override letter had been short on details.
The woman flicks a glance up, brief but sharp. “You’re early.”
“Was instructed to report at zero-eight-hundred." Kaia's voice is even, practiced, every possible permutation rehearsed and ready.
The officer checks the clock, then shrugs. “Doesn’t matter. Once you’re in, you’re in.” She scans Kaia’s badge, then holds out a palm. “Any contraband? All personal effects must be declared.”
Kaia places the override letter—only the letter, not the token—on the table. She’s already opened it, but the envelope is still intact, the signature of Lt. Dojo visible in blue at the bottom.
The woman reads it, lips moving without sound. She looks up again, for longer this time. “You know this is classified,” she says, voice soft enough that the guards wouldn’t hear unless they leaned in.
Kaia nods, not trusting herself to answer.
The woman tucks the letter into a folder. “You’ll be assigned a locker and a uniform. Anything else goes to storage.” She slides a small plastic box across the table. “If you want it back at the end, tag it.”
Kaia slips the battered coin and ribbon-twist inside, then hesitates. The bookmark token, even hidden, weighs a hundred kilos on her wrist. But she keeps it taped and silent, a risk she’s willing to take.
The officer hands over a bundle: a uniform, two pairs of socks, a sheet of regulations printed on a strip of synth-paper no bigger than a finger. “You’ll change in the prep hall. From there, await orientation.”
Kaia takes the bundle, her fingers numb.
She moves into the prep hall—a wide room divided by accordion partitions, each labeled with a number. The air is thick with the scent of antiseptic, the kind that stings in the nostrils and leaves the tongue coated in chemical grit. The floor is smooth, recently scrubbed, but already pocked by thousands of boot marks. Kaia picks an empty cubicle and pulls the curtain.
Inside, she strips quickly, rolling her old clothes into a tight ball and shoving them into the disposal chute. The uniform fits surprisingly well, sleeves snug but not suffocating. She checks the seams, then carefully peels away the medical tape. The bookmark token slides out, feather side up. She inspects it for damage—just the same as always, the blue ribbon a little faded, the feather embossing deep and true.
She tucks it into the inner sleeve pocket, stitched for pens but perfect for something smaller, something meant to survive. She smooths the fabric, makes sure the lines are clean, then pulls on the boots. They’re new, barely broken in; she wonders if anyone else got a pair that wasn’t already pre-worn.
She steps out and blends into the next wave of recruits, now all dressed identical: gray-blue jackets, black trousers, boots with a red stripe at the heel. The visual effect is immediate—nobody looks like themselves, nobody looks like anyone else, either. It is the opposite of belonging—forced neutrality, a flattening.
The noise in the hall increases as more bodies are processed. Kaia joins the back of a group being led down a hallway toward what is presumably the orientation chamber. The corridor is lined with display screens showing training footage: formations, hand-to-hand, code-of-conduct statements rendered in all caps. Between the screens, the walls are perfectly blank, the absence of graffiti or even dirt a statement of its own.
Kaia’s breath fogs as she walks. She watches the screens, memorizing the patterns, but lets her thoughts drift. Her mother’s voice, again: “Hold fast to what’s true, no matter how the wind howls.” She imagines the story of herself, rewritten with every step. The girl who watched her book burn. The girl who wasn’t supposed to get in. The girl who did, anyway.
The group stops at a final checkpoint: a wide metal door, reinforced with bars and a biometric scanner. A guard unlocks it with a palm print, then waves the recruits through one at a time.
Kaia steps forward. The guard’s hand lands briefly on her shoulder, guiding but not hurting. The hand is warm, the touch oddly human.
“Good luck in there,” he says so quietly, it might have been a mistake.
Kaia nods, then steps into the next room.
Inside: rows of seats, a raised platform, a lectern with the LDC’s twisted-torch insignia. Other recruits file in behind her, some whispering, some stone silent. Kaia takes a seat near the back, where she can watch the door and the screens both.
Above her, the lights pulse. She feels the weight of the Academy pressing in, every surface engineered to erase, to overwrite, to make new. But she’s here. She’s inside.
She uncurls her fingers inside her sleeve, touches the bookmark, and waits.
The orientation clock blinks 09:00. Kaia straightens her spine, squares her shoulders, and prepares to learn how to survive a place that would rather she didn’t.
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The orientation drags on for three hours—death by slideshow, policy manual, and carefully scripted speeches about duty and destiny. Kaia's fingers stay curled around the bookmark, its edges worn soft against her skin. She catalogs every exit, every camera angle, every face that seems too interested in their neighbors. The whole time, her mind races ahead to what comes next. The real test isn't sitting still for propaganda—it's surviving what follows.
When the final speaker steps down, they're released in controlled waves, herded through corridors that smell of industrial cleaner and fresh paint. The morning has burned away into a pewter sky that threatens rain. Kaia feels the shift in energy immediately—from the enforced stillness of orientation to something coiled and expectant. The other recruits sense it too, their whispers dying as they emerge into the cold air. Whatever comes next will strip away any illusion that this is just another academy.
Recruits are driven from the intake block onto the main quad, herded by three sergeants whose lungs seem engineered for maximum resonance. The yard is a rectangle of open sky bordered by walls of smoked glass. Directly underfoot, the concrete radiates the cold from a week of unbroken rain. Kaia is assigned to formation delta, third row, which means she has a clear view of the lectern at the far end and a slightly obstructed view of everything else. It also means she’s hemmed in by strangers who still smell faintly of home, or at least the last place they called home.
As the orientation video drones on, Kaia feels a sudden chill. She glances around, taking in the identical expressions of determination and fear on the faces of her fellow recruits. The room seems to shrink, the walls closing in as the reality of her situation settles like a weight on her shoulders. She clutches at the bookmark hidden in her sleeve, a tangible reminder of who she is beneath the uniform. The video ends, plunging the room into silence.
“STAND TALL. EYES FRONT,” the sergeant shouts. The recruits snap into place, ninety in all, a single block of vertebrae and uncertainty. Kaia checks the spacing, lines her boots up against the yard’s laser-etched guidelines, and hopes her breath doesn’t fog too visibly. There’s a rhythm to being watched, and she’s learning it fast.
Overhead, the digital displays flare to life, their text cycling between regulation code and aphorisms repurposed as law:
NO UNAUTHORIZED READING MATERIALS.
NO UNSUPERVISED COMMUNICATION.
NO QUESTIONING ORDERS.
The words throb in red, interspersed with the League’s torch icon, which seems to wink in the low morning light. Kaia feels the threat of it, the promise that even thoughts will be monitored if they can figure out how.
A smaller, grimmer text runs beneath the main loop: REPORT ANOMALIES IMMEDIATELY. FAILURE TO DO SO WILL RESULT IN DISCIPLINARY ACTION.
Kaia’s section is flanked by two recruits, both tall, both with the look of kids who’d spent their adolescence running laps in the schoolyard rather than hunched over a page. To her left, a girl with white-blonde hair cropped to the skull and eyes like silver beads. To her right, a boy with a nose flattened by old trauma and hands that fidget in the cold.
The sergeant paces the front, boots hammering out the tempo of obedience. “This is not your parents’ league. This is not your old city. You are here because you are expendable, and we intend to find out just how expendable you really are.” He sweeps his gaze up and down the rows, a predator sampling prey.
The air smells of bleach, rubber, and the sour tang of nervous sweat. Kaia lets her eyes flicker—never moving her head, just quick darts of vision—taking in the perimeter. At each corner, cameras track the yard, lenses blinking as if they, too, are subject to drill. There are no windows, only the slabs of smoked glass, which means whatever happens here will not be seen or remembered beyond these walls.
The sergeant changes tack. “You will speak only when spoken to. You will obey all directives instantly and without question. You will not fraternize, gossip, or indulge in nostalgia. You will make yourselves useful, or you will be recycled.”
In the midst of the formation, Kaia senses a powerful surge, an unspoken command urging her to flee, to escape the pressure of being seen and accounted for. She battles against the impulse, anchoring herself firmly in place. Her boots bear the marks of time and wear from this unforgiving ground. The cold creeps through, penetrating her soles and reaching deep into her muscles. 
Amid the sea of bodies, a solitary blade of grass defiantly breaks through a tiny crack in the concrete. In its small, colorless existence, it radiates undeniable strength. Kaia fixes her gaze on this resilient symbol, drawing courage from its defiance of the odds. Her thoughts turn to her mother—how even the most forbidden tales find a way to endure, whether as whispers or cherished memories. 
The sergeant barks again: “When addressed by a superior, you will respond with the phrase, ‘Understood, sir.’ Any deviation will be logged. Any disrespect will be punished. Do you comprehend?”
A chorus: “Understood, sir.”
Kaia’s voice blends in with the others, but she knows hers is the only one vibrating with the memory of words not meant to be spoken here. She wonders if the sergeant can hear the difference.
From the far door, a ripple of activity signals the entrance of someone higher up the chain. The recruits, already at attention, tense further, like a net strung too tight.
Lt. Elias Dojo steps into the quad, his movements precise as a clock. He is dressed for maximum effect: crisp blue uniform, polished insignia, every line of his posture radiating the message that standards exist—and he intends to enforce every one.
He does not walk so much as advance, head up, eyes front—measuring every recruit without moving his gaze. He makes it to the lectern, pauses, and lets the moment stretch. Then: “At ease.”
The recruits shift to a looser stance, hands behind backs. The sergeants cede the floor, but they do not disappear. Kaia watches as Dojo surveys the formation, his gaze landing on each face as if searching for an answer to a question only he knows.
When his eyes meet Kaia’s, there’s a flicker—not surprise, not quite recognition, but a challenge silently cast between two people who know the cost of standing out. Kaia lifts her chin half a degree, a reflex that’s gotten her in trouble before. She feels her heart beating in her neck, a hard, insistent rhythm.
Lt. Dojo speaks. His voice is low, but it carries—every ear in the yard tilting toward him. “You are here because someone decided you might matter. That doesn’t mean you do. It’s up to you to prove the theory.”
He begins to walk the line, slow, deliberate. As he passes, the other recruits stand straighter, shoulders drawn back, jaws set in the universal posture of people who have been told what to do their entire lives.
He stops directly in front of Kaia. The world narrows.
“Recruit Mori,” he says, pronouncing it with the clipped authority of a man who learned the language from a file. “Your application required… special consideration.”
He lets the words linger, each head shifting subtly, curiosity flickering with a power sharper than open defiance. 
Kaia senses the gravity of the situation bearing down on her. Inhaling deeply, she masks her emotions behind a neutral facade. “Acknowledged, sir,” she replies, her tone flawlessly composed. 
Dojo’s eyes linger a beat too long, the tension coiling in the silence.
“Let’s see if that consideration was warranted,” he says. Then, louder, to the rest: “You will report to the following assignments: Group One, corridor gamma. Group Two, logistics. Group Three, maintenance. Group Four—” he scans again “—special topics. Mori, you’re Group Four. Report to Office C after drills.”
Kaia nods, says nothing. But she marks the way he says her name, the edge in it.
The formation is breaks apart, sergeants barking new orders. The recruits disperse in ordered chaos, filing out through the quad in their designated clusters. Kaia is among the last to leave. She risks a look back at the blade of grass, still standing, still unnoticed by anyone but her.
Inside, the corridors twist and split, the routes clearly marked but designed to disorient. Kaia follows the arrow
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