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PROLOGUE: The Infrastructure

 

The Accord's discovery was elegant in its simplicity: human emotion was energy.

Not metaphorically. Measurably. Extractable. The researchers who made this discovery during the Collapse did not live to see what their city built on the foundation of it. But their legacy was everywhere, invisible and absolute, woven through every district's power grid, every street's amber lights, every building's heat and water and function.

The city ran on feeling.

This meant several things. It meant that the people who felt most fueled the system most efficiently. It meant that the Accord's infrastructure was built on the careful management of human resonance, calibrated and harvested and converted. It meant that anyone who felt deeply enough to resist was, by the very act of resistance, powering the machinery designed to suppress them.

And it meant that there were places in the city where people who could no longer sustain the careful management of their feelings found refuge. Places that existed in the margins, in the spaces the Accord's instruments could not quite reach. Places like the Bellecourt Hotel, where a woman named Mara had arrived three months ago with nothing but the clothes on her back and a particular kind of exhaustion that no amount of sleep could touch.

The Bellecourt had been a luxury once, before the Collapse. Now it was a container for people who had learned, through various means, that the cost of feeling in the city was higher than they could pay. They came because there were no other options. They stayed because, for the first time in their broken lives, no one was measuring.

In one district, a girl named Sera was learning to suppress her resonance well enough to survive. In another district, a woman named Mara was learning to let hers break openly. Neither knew about the other yet. But their stories were already beginning to intersect, threads in a pattern that neither the Accord's instruments nor the Bellecourt's fragile sanctuary could fully contain.

The city was always watching. The city was always hungry.

This is what happened when the hunger came looking.








PART ONE: THE ASHEN ACCORD




Chapter One: The Harvest

The morning of a Harvest always smelled like copper and burnt sugar.

Sera Voss had learned to hate that smell when she was nine years old, standing in the courtyard of the Midtower District with her sister's hand wrapped around her wrist so tight it left half-moon bruises. She had not needed her sister to explain what the smell meant. She had seen the Collectors arrive in their grey coats, had watched them press their glass instruments against the necks of the people lined up along the wall, had seen the colors drain from those people's faces as something invisible but essential was pulled out of them and sealed inside glowing amber vials.

She was seventeen now. She understood it better. That did not make the smell any easier.

"Stand straight," murmured the woman beside her in the queue. Older, thin-wrists, eyes that never quite focused. "If you slouch they take more. They say it helps the flow."

Sera straightened her spine and thought about nothing. This was the skill she had spent eight years cultivating: the ability to drain herself of feeling on command, to present to the Collectors' instruments an interior as flat and grey as the city's stone walls. It was harder on Harvest mornings, when the copper-sugar stench crawled into her lungs and her heart beat too fast and the memory of Maren kept surfacing like something drowned but not quite dead.

The queue moved.

Voss Compound, where Sera lived with eleven other unregistered citizens in a converted machine shed, was assigned to Collector Unit Seven. Unit Seven's lead Collector was a woman named Priscilla Sorn, broad-shouldered and efficient, who wore her grey coat so perfectly pressed it looked like architecture. Sera had stood before Priscilla Sorn fourteen times this year alone. Priscilla Sorn had never once looked at her face.

She looked at the instrument.

It was called a Resonance Gauge: a slim column of glass and copper fitted at one end with a needle-thin probe and at the other with a sealed chamber that contained a small quantity of prepared Ashfield moss. The moss reacted to emotional resonance the way a flame reacts to oxygen; it brightened when the resonance was high, dimmed when it was low. The Collectors pressed the probe to the subject's carotid artery, waited for the moss to stabilize, and recorded the reading in their ledgers. Anything above a seven on their scale triggered what they called a Full Draw, the complete extraction of the subject's current emotional reserve.

Anything above a ten triggered a Severance.

No one talked about what a Severance meant. They did not need to.

Sera reached the front of the queue. Priscilla Sorn pressed the probe to her neck. Sera thought about grey walls, grey sky, grey stone, the neutral beige of unfeeling; she thought about nothing, nothing, nothing, like pouring sand into a jar until there was no room left for water.

The moss glimmered faintly. A three.

"Standard Draw," said Sorn's assistant, marking the ledger.

The Draw itself lasted four seconds. Sera felt it the way she always felt it, like a hand reaching into her chest and politely removing something she did not know she was holding. Afterward she stepped aside, and the queue shuffled forward, and she walked back through the courtyard to the narrow street that led to the Compound's service entrance.

She did not let herself feel relieved until she was inside.








Chapter Two: The Informer

His name was Kael Ardenne, and he lived three blocks from the Compound in a building that had once been a public bathhouse.

Sera had known his name for two years. She had known his face for one, had memorized it from the testimony of a witness who had been standing two people behind Maren in the Harvest queue on the morning everything went wrong. The witness had described a boy, dark-haired, about Maren's age, who had leaned toward Collector Sorn's assistant before the queue began and spoken quietly and urgently, pointing.

The witness had not heard the words. But they had seen the pointing.

Sera had spent months locating the boy from that description. She had been methodical about it, patient in the way that fury, properly managed, makes a person patient. She had found Kael Ardenne six months ago: nineteen years old now, living alone, working as a courier for the Accord's administrative sector. He wore the pale grey armband of a registered citizen in good standing. He kept his head down. He didn't make eye contact with people in the street.

She hated him with a precision that frightened her.

She had not done anything with that hatred yet, which frightened her for different reasons. She was afraid that when she finally confronted him she would do something irrevocable, something that would burn her cover and endanger the Compound and accomplish nothing except the satisfaction of watching his face when she told him she knew what he had done.

She was still working on the problem of what, exactly, she wanted to accomplish.

This was the state of things on the morning after the Harvest, when she turned a corner in the market corridor and walked directly into Kael Ardenne.

They hit each other hard enough that she dropped her basket and he dropped the sealed document satchel he was carrying. For a moment they were both crouched on the stone floor, gathering their things, and she was looking at his hands, which were brown and careful and moved with quiet efficiency, and she was thinking: these are the hands. These are the hands that pointed.

"Sorry," he said. His voice was lower than she'd expected. "Wasn't watching."

"No," she agreed. She kept her face flat. She picked up her basket. She stood.

He stood too, and for the first time they were at the same level, and she looked at his face directly. He was taller than her by four inches, lean in the way that everyone in Cauldra was lean, with dark eyes that caught the corridor's amber light and held it a fraction of a second longer than seemed natural. There was a scar along his jaw, pale and old. He was not looking at her the way she expected; he was looking at her the way someone looks at a problem they are trying to solve.

"You're from Voss Compound," he said.

Her blood went cold. "No," she said.

"I've seen you. In
















