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PROLOGUE: The Last Confession

The night before they came for her, Iris Vellacourt told her mother a lie.

"I don't feel anything," she said, and the words tasted like copper and ash on her tongue. "I haven't felt anything real in months."

Her mother's hands, always cold, always precise, pressed against Iris's cheeks. The kitchen light flickered overhead; the power rations were getting worse. Outside their narrow apartment window, the city of Vaelinth hummed with its usual mechanical hunger, the great Extraction Towers pulsing with stolen light.

"Good," her mother whispered. "That's good, my darling. The emptier you are, the safer you become."

But Iris was not empty.

She was so full of feeling that some nights she feared her chest would crack open like overripe fruit, spilling everything forbidden across the cold floor. She felt rage at the Concordat and its harvesters. She felt grief for her father, taken when she was nine years old, his emotions drained until he became one of the Hollowed; breathing, walking, utterly blank. She felt longing for something she couldn't name, a future that didn't exist in this city of measured hearts and rationed souls.

And she felt, most dangerously of all, a desperate and consuming love for a boy she had not seen in three years.

Cael Morren. The governor's son. The last person who had looked at her like she was worth something before the new restrictions fell, before the Extraction Quotas doubled, before children were tested at sixteen to determine their Yield Potential.

Tomorrow was her nineteenth birthday.

Tomorrow she would be tested.

And tomorrow, if the harvesters discovered what truly lived inside her chest, she would be drained completely. Not partially, like the workers who gave their weekly tithe of emotion to power the city's lights and machines. Completely. Until she was Hollowed like her father, a ghost wearing human skin.

"Iris." Her mother's voice cut through the spiral of her thoughts. "Are you listening?"

"Yes."

"The test measures three things. Intensity, variety, and depth. You must flatten yourself. Think of still water. Think of silence. Think of nothing."

Iris nodded, but her hands trembled beneath the table.

She had never been good at thinking of nothing.

As a child, she had been too loud, too bright, too much. She cried at music. She laughed until her stomach ached. She loved with a ferocity that frightened her teachers and delighted her father, who was the same way, who understood.

Then the Concordat had taken him. Fourteen workers that month, all high Yield citizens deemed too valuable to waste on partial extraction. The city needed more power. The city always needed more.

Her father's eyes had still moved, after. His hands still lifted spoons to his mouth. But when Iris spoke to him, when she said "Papa, it's me, it's your Iris," nothing looked back.

She had learned, slowly and painfully, to hide. To perform emptiness the way other girls performed happiness or compliance. To bury the hurricane inside her beneath layers of stillness and silence.

But the test was different.

The test could see through skin and bone. The test could measure the precise voltage of a human heart.

"There's something else." Her mother stood abruptly, moving to the window. Her silhouette was thin and angular; she had given too much at her own extractions, year after year, to keep their family classification low. To keep Iris safe. "Someone came to see me at the mill today."

Iris's pulse quickened. "Who?"

"I don't know his name. He wore a harvester's coat, but he didn't move like one of them. He moved like someone pretending." Her mother turned, and for a moment, fear cracked through her carefully maintained composure. "He asked about you. About your Yield Potential. He said someone in the governor's household had taken an interest."

The room tilted.

"That's not possible," Iris managed. "I've never; I haven't done anything to attract attention."

"He said you were observed. Three years ago, at the governor's spring exhibition. He said someone noticed you then and has been watching since."

Three years ago.

The exhibition.

Iris remembered it in fragments; the vast glass hall, the mechanical birds that sang with stolen joy, the tables of food she had been too nervous to eat. She had been there as a curiosity, one of several mill workers' daughters invited to demonstrate the Concordat's generosity to the lower Yields.

And she had met him.

Cael.

He had found her hiding behind a pillar of flowering vines, overwhelmed by the noise and color after so many years of gray. He had not asked her name or her Yield classification. He had simply handed her a glass of water and said, "The mechanical birds are actually screaming, you know. They just tuned it to sound like singing."

She had laughed. Actually laughed, a sound so foreign and dangerous that she had clapped her hand over her mouth immediately.

But he had smiled. A real smile, not the performed pleasantries of the upper Yields. And something in his dark eyes had flickered with recognition, as if he understood exactly what she was hiding and why.

They had talked for an hour. About the birds and the lies they sang. About the way the city pretended extraction was painless when everyone knew it was not. About the illegal books he had found in his father's library, texts from before the Collapse, when people had felt freely and spent their emotions on foolish things like art and love.

Then his father's guards had found them. Had pulled him away without a word. And Iris had never seen him again.

But she had felt him. For three years, she had carried the memory of that hour like a splinter in her chest, too deep to remove, too sharp to ignore.

"Iris." Her mother's voice was urgent now. "Are you listening? If someone in the governor's household has been watching you, if they have any idea what you're capable of..."

"I'll be careful."

"Careful isn't enough." Her mother crossed the room in two strides and gripped Iris's shoulders. "I need you to survive tomorrow. Whatever happens, whatever they offer or threaten, you must survive. Promise me."

"I promise."

The words were hollow, but her mother seemed satisfied. She pressed a dry kiss to Iris's forehead and retreated to her own room, her footsteps careful and measured as always.

Iris stayed at the table until the lights dimmed for curfew.

Then she pulled out her notebook.

It was illegal, this practice. Writing was permitted only for official records; anything personal or emotional was considered a form of hoarding, a refusal to give one's feelings to the greater good of Vaelinth. But Iris had been keeping this notebook for years, hidden beneath a loose board in her closet, filled with everything she could not say aloud.

Tonight she wrote only one line:

I think I have been found.

She did not know, as she closed the notebook and hid it once more, that she was right.

She did not know that Cael Morren had spent three years searching for her.

She did not know that he had become a harvester specifically to find her, to protect her, to save her from the very system he was now sworn to serve.

She did not know that tomorrow, when she walked into the Extraction Tower for her test, he would be the one waiting.

And she could not possibly know that loving him would either destroy the Concordat or destroy them both.








CHAPTER ONE: The Tower

The Extraction Tower rose from the center of Vaelinth like a needle stitching the earth to the sky.

Iris had seen it every day of her life. From her childhood window in the mill district. From the schoolyard where she had learned to keep her head down and her voice soft. From every corner and alley of the gray city that was the only world she had ever known.

But she had never been inside.

The morning of her nineteenth birthday, she stood in a line of other teenagers waiting to be tested, and she tried very hard not to feel anything at all.

Still water, she told herself. Silence. Nothing.

The line moved slowly. Every few minutes, a harvester in a white coat would emerge from the tower's enormous doors, call a name, and escort another young person inside. Some came back out within the hour, walking stiffly toward the registration desks where they would receive their official Yield classification and their extraction schedule. Others did not come back at all.

Iris watched the doors and counted her breaths.

"You're shaking."

The voice came from behind her. Iris turned to find a girl her own age with cropped dark hair and a constellation of freckles across her brown skin. She wore the rough clothing of the farming district, and her eyes held the particular alertness of someone who had learned to watch for danger.

"I'm cold," Iris lied.

"It's the middle of summer."

"I run cold."

The girl smiled, a quick flash of teeth that seemed almost inappropriate for the setting. "I'm Nell. Nell Carthen. You're from the mill district, aren't you? I can tell by your boots."

Iris glanced down at her worn leather shoes, the same style all mill workers wore. "Yes."

"I'm from the vertical farms. Out past the western wall." Nell stepped closer, lowering her voice. "First time being tested?"

"Everyone gets tested at nineteen."

"Not everyone." Nell's smile faded slightly. "The upper Yields get tested at home. Private examiners, private results. They don't have to stand in line with the rest of us like cattle waiting for slaughter."

Iris said nothing, but something in her chest tightened. She thought of Cael, of his easy manners and his private library, of all the privileges that came with being born to a high Yield family. She wondered if he had been tested yet. She wondered what his classification was.

She wondered if he ever thought of her at all.

"The key is to bore them," Nell continued, apparently unbothered by Iris's silence. "My older brother got tested two years ago. He said the harvesters are looking for spikes, moments of intensity they can drain. So you have to stay flat. Monotone. Make them think you're already half Hollowed and not worth the effort."

"How did your brother do?"

Something flickered across Nell's face. "He passed. Low Yield classification. Quarterly extractions, nothing major." She paused. "He's different now, though. Quieter. Like they took something even in the



























































































