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Prologue: What Fire Remembers

The girl burns the letter on the night the city changes its name.

She does not know this yet, standing at the edge of Sector Four's crumbling observation deck with a match between her fingers and a folded page pressed against her chest. She does not know that three kilometers north, in the glass towers of the Administrative Quarter, officials are rewriting the municipal registry, deleting seventeen words from the city's founding charter, replacing the phrase born with right to name with something more manageable. She does not know any of it. She only knows the letter has to go.

It is addressed to no one. She stopped writing names at the top of things two years ago, when she realized names were the first thing taken.

The match catches. The page catches. She holds it by the corner until the heat reaches her fingertips and then she lets it fall, and it tumbles down nine stories and burns out before it reaches the street below, because fire that small does not last long in the open air. That is the thing about fire that most people forget: it needs something to hold onto.

Her name is Ruby Voss. She is seventeen years old. She has not spoken her own name aloud in forty-three days, not because she is afraid of it, but because she is testing something. She wants to know if a name still belongs to you when you stop using it. She wants to know if the city can take what you do not advertise.

The letter was about her mother. All her letters are about her mother.

Below her, the Unnamed Quarter is doing what it does every night: existing in the way that officially, it should not exist at all. The lights are the wrong color, too amber, not the regulated blue-white of city-approved illumination. People move through the streets in clusters, not the approved configurations of two to four individuals per pedestrian grouping. Someone is playing an instrument that has no registered sound permit. It is beautiful and illegal in the way that most beautiful things in the Citadel are.

Ruby watches until the last ember of her letter dies against the pavement below.

Then she pulls out a new sheet of paper, sits down with her back against the safety railing, and begins again.

Dear nobody,

I think they're going to find the Quarter before spring. I think we have until the frost.

I don't know what to do with that information except write it down and burn it, which is what I do with everything I can't carry.

She folds it before she finishes. She will finish it later. She always finishes eventually.

What she does not write, not yet, not in this letter or any letter, is the other thing she knows: that the boy she saw three nights ago in the Quarter's lower markets, the boy with the borrowed jacket and the careful hands, the boy who looked at her like she was something the city had been trying to erase for years and had not quite managed, that that boy is the first person in a very long time who looked at her like she was still there.

She does not know his name.

She does not know yet that this matters more than almost anything else.








Part One: The Erasure




Chapter One

Ruby was sixteen when her mother disappeared, and seventeen when she understood that disappeared was not the right word. Disappeared implied a mystery. What happened to Elaine Voss had a name, a form number, a processing timestamp. Her mother had been resolved. That was the Citadel's word. Resolution was what happened to people who became inconvenient, which was a category the Administrative Authority had been expanding steadily since Ruby was old enough to read the public bulletins.

She read them every morning. She sat at the kitchen table in their two-room allocation in Sector Four, poured herself a measured cup of the gray tea that was distributed weekly in the food packages, and read every word of the bulletin that slid under the door at 6 a.m. precisely. She did this because her mother had taught her to: You read the propaganda so you know what they think you should be thinking. That way you can notice when your own thoughts start to sound like theirs.

The apartment was quieter without her mother. This was not a poetic observation; it was a physical fact. Elaine Voss had narrated everything: the weather, the cooking, the particular quality of light through the allocation's single window. Without her, the rooms held only the sounds Ruby made herself, and Ruby was not, by nature, a person who filled silence.

She filled paper instead.

The notebook on the table was her eighth. She had started numbering them after she realized she was going through them faster than she could account for, all those pages of observations and letters and the meticulous catalogs of things the city preferred to keep unmeasured. The notebook was a problem in theory because paper was a registered resource, allocation limited to sixty sheets per resident per quarter for educational or occupational documentation. Ruby had considerably more than that. This was one of several ways she was currently in violation of the Citadel's Resource Equity Standards.

The other ways were as follows: she had two unauthorized plants on the windowsill. She had a hand mirror she'd found in the rubble near the old eastern perimeter, which was considered a vanity item and therefore nonessential. She had three books that weren't on the approved reading curriculum. And she had, tucked inside the hollow space behind the loose panel under the kitchen basin, four months of correspondence with the Unnamed Quarter.

Not correspondence, exactly. More like a conversation in which only one party was fully aware of the other.

She had started leaving notes in the market that materialized every third day in the lower streets of Sector Four, where the allocation system broke down a little at its southern edge. The market was not officially sanctioned, which meant officially it did not happen, which meant that the Authority's eyes in that direction were theoretical rather than actual. Ruby left notes folded inside the lining of her jacket and transferred them to the underside of the fourth produce table on the left, secured with a piece of wire she carried for exactly this purpose.

She didn't know who read them. She'd never seen a response. But three times now, she had found something left in the same spot: once a button, once a folded corner of paper with a single drawn circle, and once, most recently, a small piece of dried plant material she could not identify, dark green and slightly waxy, that smelled like nothing she had a name for.

She kept all three in the notebook, pressed between the pages like evidence.

Outside her window, Sector Four was waking up. She could hear the morning compliance check beginning two blocks over, the Authority's reader moving through the street grid with its scanning device, logging the location of every registered resident. Ruby was registered at this address. She was present at this address. She had, lately, been making sure of that every single morning.

It was the evenings that were less certain.

She finished the tea, rinsed the cup, and began her morning entry.

Day 287 since resolution. The bulletin mentions increased processing efficiency in Sector Six. Processing efficiency is the phrase they use when they mean they've reduced the resident count. I counted nine lines of administrative language in today's bulletin and flagged the places where nouns were doing the work of verbs. They say "resolution," not "remove." They say "transition," not "erase." They say "registered absence," not "gone."

I say gone. I say it quietly and I say it often. I think precision matters.

She underlined the last sentence and moved on.







