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Chapter 1

THE OPPRESSIVE WEIGHT of the afternoon sun pressed down without mercy upon Victory Plaza. Baking the cracked concrete until heat shimmered in visible waves that distorted the edges of buildings and the figures of the crowd.

This vast public space, a sprawling expanse of worn stone and struggling patches of grass, had not always borne this name. A generation ago, it had been Unity Plaza, a place for festivals, markets, and lovers’ rendezvous. The old fountain, now dry and filled with litter, had once cascaded with water, its basin a popular spot for children to cool their feet in the summer. The Leader, upon his rise, had declared that ‘Unity’ was a weak, passive concept, a relic of a compromising past. ‘Victory,’ however, was active, decisive, and belonged solely to him and his followers. With a stroke of a pen, Unity was erased, and Victory was imposed. The old plaques were pried from the walls of surrounding buildings and replaced with new, sharper-edged lettering. Now, the plaza was used for his rallies, a stage for his power, though on non-rally days, a strange, hollow normalcy returned. People still crossed it on their way to work. Some, perhaps out of habit or defiance, still sat on the few remaining benches to eat a meager lunch. The ghost of the plaza’s former self lingering like a faint scent on the air.

Mira shifted her weight from one aching foot to the other, a dull and persistent throb radiating through her worn-down shoes from the long hours of standing motionless amidst the press of bodies. The dense and impenetrable wall of people around her seemed to generate its own thermal energy. It was a collective body heat that felt suffocating in the still air. A slick film of sweat gathered at the nape of her neck, tracing an itchy path beneath the coarse fabric of her collar.

From her position in the crowd, Mira could just see the top of the Tower of Song piercing the hazy skyline. Even from this distance, its melody was a faint, almost subconscious thread woven through the murmur of the masses. It was a haunting, wordless aria today, a solo voice that seemed to speak of a beauty and a sorrow so profound it made her heart ache. She saw others nearby subtly tilting their heads, listening without seeming to listen, their eyes growing distant. The Tower’s call was a constant in the city, a siren song of a world that felt more authentic than the one they were forced to stand in. For a moment, the crowd’s fervor seemed to waver, soothed by the distant music, and Mira felt a pang of shared longing. But then the loudspeakers on the poles crackled to life, and the Tower’s melody was brutally drowned out by the regime’s harsh, pre-recorded fanfare. The spell was broken; the crowd’s attention was violently wrenched back to the stage.

She kept one hand buried deep within her coat pocket. Her fingers clutching the small photograph with a desperate and private intensity. Her thumb moving in a slow and rhythmic motion across its worn and softened edges as if offering a silent and tactile prayer to the fading image. That bright and beautiful smile was now just a ghost captured in faded color. A memory from his seventh year that existed in a lifetime before he vanished from the world eleven months ago. The paper itself feeling dangerously fragile in her grasp, as thin and fleeting as the hope she tried to maintain against the relentless tide of days.

Overhead, the loudspeakers mounted on metal poles emitted a sudden and violent crackle of static that cut through the murmur of the crowd. The entire crowd seemed to shuffle forward as one single organism. A low and eager murmur building swiftly into a wave of expectation that washed over the plaza. Every head turned in perfect unison toward the empty stage draped in banners of a single and solid color. He simply appeared then, stepping into the harsh and unforgiving light without any ceremony. The Leader materializing as if willed into being by the crowd’s collective desire, flanked on all sides by a group of men wearing identical dark suits with faces that were a collection of blank and expressionless masks. Their eyes performing a continuous and unsmiling scan of the assembled masses.

The man who took the stage was a study in contrived perfection. His hair, that famous dull sienna, was immaculate, swept into a style that defied both the heat and the wind, a helmet of hairspray and willpower. It was the hair of a man decades younger, and the unnatural vigor it suggested was echoed in his posture and his strangely smooth, tight skin. He moved with a slouching, rolling gait that he seemed to believe conveyed strength, but which to Mira looked like the entitled swagger of a man who had never been told ‘no’. He paused, bathing in the adulation, his small, pale hands raised. He did not wave; he merely presented himself for approval, a product to be adored. His face was fixed in a familiar expression: a slight, smug frown, the corners of his mouth turned down as if he alone could smell the nation’s decay and found it personally offensive. He was the antithesis of the humble public servant; he was a king, a messiah, a brand, and he demanded worship, not respect. This was the antichrist of the modern age, not a figure of biblical horror but a television personality who had weaponized grievance and narcissism, wrapping a dictatorship in the flag and selling it back to the people as populism.

The Leader raised both of his hands into the air with a slow and deliberate motion, and an instant and absolute silence fell across the thousands of people. A silence so complete it felt heavier than the heat. He stood completely motionless under the glare of the lights. A figure of severe simplicity in his crisp and unadorned gray uniform that bore no insignia or medals of any kind. His face remarkably smooth and unlined for a man of his reported age. His hair was a dull and flat shade of sienna, each strand combed into a state of perfect and unyielding order. Most unnerving of all was the complete absence of sweat upon his brow despite the sweltering and oppressive heat that weighed upon everyone else. He lowered his hands back to his sides with an economical grace and then he began to speak. His voice amplified to reach every corner of the plaza yet retaining its calm and measured clarity. A voice that carried across the great distance without any apparent effort or strain, devoid of any raw emotion. Just words delivered with a chilling and precise calculation.

He began with a single word, allowing it to hang in the thick air as a verbal claim of ownership over the people standing before him. “People.” He paused, letting the simple address settle over them, a single word that felt both inclusive and possessive. “Look around you at this very place.” His gaze made a slow and theatrical sweep across the façades of the buildings that lined the square, buildings that showed clear signs of decay and neglect. “See the undeniable decay for what it truly is? See the pervasive weakness that has taken root?” His cold eyes moved over the crowd. Mira felt the sensation of his gaze passing over her like a sudden and unwelcome draft of frigid air. “A sickness of disorder choked us for a generation.” His level tone never changed, stating these things as simple and irrefutable facts. “A plague of indecision crippled every one of our institutions. Foreign hands pulled our strings for their own amusement.” He let that image linger for a moment before delivering the next line. “That pathetic time is now officially finished.”

He leaned into the microphone, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial tone that was somehow still projected to the back of the plaza. “They don’t want you to know the truth. The lying historians, the failing old media—they want to hide our greatness. But we have our own history now. A true history.” He gestured vaguely east, toward the city’s administrative district. “From the great Hall of Historical Corrections, we are reclaiming our past! We are throwing out the fake news of the losers and the haters and we are writing a new story, a winning story, the true story of our nation!” The crowd roared its approval at the name. The Hall was where inconvenient facts went to die and where glorious, flattering fictions were born, given the weight of law. To question its bulletins was not dissent; it was heresy.

A sharp and sudden cheer erupted from the throats of the crowd, a percussive blast of sound that felt violent in its intensity. Fists punching upward into the smoky air, a forest of arms moving in time with the chant. “Finished! Finished! Finished!” Mira kept her own hands tightly within her pockets. One wrapped around the photo, the other curled into a tense and hidden fist, watching the Leader’s unnatural stillness, a quality that unnerved her far more than any shouted passion ever could. He did not join the chant or acknowledge it in any way; he simply waited, a predator allowing the noise to die down of its own accord before he continued. “We must now build everything anew from the ground up.” His words cut through the fading echoes with surgical precision. “We will now demand a new and unassailable strength from every citizen. We will now demand a single and unifying purpose for our nation. We will now demand real and lasting Change.”

The crowd roared its approval, the word becoming a weapon that was chanted with increasing volume. “Change! Change! Change!” The sound pounded against Mira’s ears, a physical pressure that made her head ache. The word itself feeling hollow and meaningless in this context. Change. What did that word even mean here, now? The buildings visible behind the stage continued their slow crumble into dust. The air everyone breathed still carried the familiar taste of dust and coal smoke from the outdated factories on the city’s edge. Her son was still just as gone today as he was yesterday. “Progress can no longer be a simple request from the people.” The Leader continued, his hands remaining still at his sides. “Progress is now a direct command from the highest authority. It is our collective command. It is your individual command. Together, as one united body, we will forge a new and undeniable Progress.”

“And to ensure this progress, we have the best people,” he announced, his chest swelling. “So strong, so smart. The tremendous minds at the Bureau of Counter Intelligence are ensuring our children are taught the right things, the strong things, not the weak, globalist nonsense of the past.” A few cheers rose, though they seemed more confused this time. Everyone knew the BCI was where good teachers went to be “re-educated” and where the curriculum was stripped of anything resembling critical thought. It was an open secret that the only qualification for a high-ranking position there was unwavering loyalty to The Leader, not any aptitude for education. He smirked, a knowing, ugly little twist of the lips. “And my cabinet! The incredible patriots in the Bureau of Belligerent Blunder Heads—though they want me to stop calling them that, can you believe it?” He paused for the laughter that dutifully rippled through the crowd. “They are the best! So tough, so ready to fight. They don’t get caught up in the details. They just get things done. They’re blunderheads, but they’re my blunderheads.” The laughter grew louder, more desperate. This was part of the ritual: his confidants were buffoons, and he loved them for it, because their buffoonery depended entirely on him. It was a public display of dominance. Proving he could elevate the most incompetent to the highest offices, and no one could stop him.

The crowd answered him as a single voice, a wave of sound that felt both eager and desperate. “Progress! Progress! Progress!” Mira observed the raw fervor etched onto the faces nearest to her. Their eyes were wide with a kind of hungry belief, their lips moving in perfect sync with the official slogans. A woman standing beside her had begun to weep openly. Tears cutting clean tracks through the layer of grime on her cheeks. Her voice cracking with the force of the chant. Mira felt nothing within her own chest but a hollow and expanding sense of dread. The words themselves felt completely empty to her, hollow shells that produced a sound but carried no meaning. Meaningless noises bouncing off the cracked walls of the city. She looked past the Leader himself, past the stage and its banners, to the tired buildings that framed the plaza, windows broken and boarded up, old brickwork crumbling into the alleys below. Graffiti marred the lower walls, though older slogans had been painted over in a hurry. Faded posters from elections past clung to the walls, their torn edges flapping in the slight breeze, showing the Leader’s face from years ago, younger and smiling. A promise that now seemed to mock the present decay, which felt deeper and more ingrained than ever before.

The Leader spoke then of national unity, of the necessity of shared sacrifice, of the enemies that supposedly hid within their borders and the ones that threatened from beyond. He spoke of a great national purification, of the urgent need to remove the rotten timbers that weakened the entire structure of the republic. His voice never rose in volume and never wavered in its calm and steady delivery. It was this very calmness, this absolute and total control, that Mira understood as the real and present danger. She felt it as a physical pressure, a subtle tightening around her throat, an invisible velvet noose. This was not the passion of a believer; it was the cold and precise calculation of a machine grinding inexorably forward. He spoke of loyalty, the absolute and non-negotiable loyalty required from every citizen, the very foundation of the new republic he was building. He spoke of constant vigilance, of the duty to report any doubt, to report any dissent, to report anything or anyone that could hinder the sacred march of Progress.

“Trust must be earned through concrete action alone,” he stated, his eyes narrowing a fraction. “Silence in the face of doubt will be interpreted as complicity. Complicity is nothing less than betrayal of the republic itself.” The crowd absorbed this directive, nodding along, chanting their agreement when prompted. “Loyalty! Progress! Change!” Mira closed her eyes for a single second, blocking out the sight of him, and saw instead her son Ben’s face with perfect clarity. The gap in his teeth from the tooth he lost at school. The small freckle just behind his ear. The particular way his nose would wrinkle up when he would laugh a real and genuine laugh. The official report had said he was a runaway, a conclusion they reached without any evidence. They said he was found drowned in the river, a case they closed without any questions asked. Change. Progress. They were just words, she understood, words designed to bury the truth under a mountain of official paperwork and patriotic slogans.

She opened her eyes again to the grim reality of the plaza. The Leader was still speaking, listing a series of achievements that sounded impressive but felt intangible. Production quotas had been met in certain sectors. Traitors to the state had been apprehended and would face justice. New regulations for public order and civic conduct would be announced soon. His words flowed like a stream of thick oil, smooth and slick, coating everything in a veneer of acceptable normality. A man standing near the front of the crowd, overcome by the heat and the pressure of the packed bodies, suddenly fainted, slumping toward the hard concrete. Security moved with a frightening efficiency. Two men in those same dark suits appearing instantly to drag him away from the view of the crowd, their actions silent and practiced. The Leader did not pause his speech for even a single syllable. The crowd itself barely seemed to notice the interruption, their chant continuing without a break. “Strength! Order! Progress!” Mira watched the empty spot where the man had fallen. Nothing was left behind but a faint scuff mark on the concrete that was quickly swallowed by the shifting of a hundred feet. He had been removed, erased from the scene. Just like her son. Just like so many others she had heard about. Gone into the vast and hungry system without leaving a trace.







The Leader brought his address to its conclusion. “The future belongs entirely to us now.” He spoke with a tone of finality. “You must seize it with your own hands. You must demand it with your own voice. You must become it with your every action. For Change. For Progress. For the Republic!” The final roar from the crowd shook the very foundations of the plaza. A deafening and sustained wave of sound that seemed to feed on its own energy. The Leader offered a single and sharp nod in acknowledgment, a gesture that was both a thank you and a dismissal. He turned on his heel with military precision and walked off the stage without a backward glance. His dark-suited guards closing ranks around him until he disappeared entirely into the deep shadows behind the scaffolding.

The motorcade that would whisk him away was waiting, a line of black vehicles that looked like predatory insects. They wouldn’t take him to a government building or an office. They would speed through the increasingly dilapidated city streets toward the very edge, where the city lights gave way to a profound darkness. There, surrounded by an immense wall and shrouded in isolation, stood The Light House. It was his residence, a fortress of ego perpetually illuminated by blinding, wasteful spotlights that bleached the surrounding land, a lighthouse that warned of the rocks of his own personality rather than guiding anyone to safety. He would retreat there, to a world of gold-plated fixtures and televisions endlessly playing his own speeches, surrounded by sycophants from the Bureau of Belligerent Blunder Heads, utterly divorced from the crumbling reality of the nation he ruled.

The recorded fanfare blared once more, its triumphant melody sounding hollow and false now. The crowd began its slow process of dispersal. People turning away with a reluctant slowness, the shared energy of the event lingering in the air around them. People talked to one another in excited and relieved tones, their faces flushed with a sense of purpose. Mira remained utterly still for a long moment, allowing the current of bodies to flow around her as if she were a stone in a river. She felt numb inside, the hollow dread having now solidified into something hard and cold and permanent within her gut. The Leader’s calm certainty was not reassuring; it was the greatest threat she could imagine. A promise of more erasure, more silence, more vanished sons and daughters, all in the name of an empty ideal. She finally looked down at her own feet, at the concrete littered with the debris of the gathering. Cigarette butts, scraps of paper, trampled leaflets bearing the Leader’s face. And everywhere, a fine and gray ash.

The ash drifted in lazy tendrils from the dozen braziers that lined the plaza’s perimeter, iron barrels where cheap coal burned day and night. They marked the official rally space, providing a thin and inadequate heat but mostly producing a constant and acrid smoke that stained the air. Flakes of ash drifted on the thermal currents, settling on shoulders and hair and the ground below. Mira watched a single and perfect flake land near the scuffed toe of her worn shoe. She knelt down on the hard ground, ignoring the jostling legs of the departing crowd moving past her. From her worn canvas bag, she pulled the small mason jar, its glass cool to the touch, its lid screwed on tightly. A strip of faded masking tape was affixed to the lid, a single word written upon it in her own faint pencil script: November.

She unscrewed the metal lid, the threaded ring catching for a second on the skin of her thumb. She held the jar low and close to the ground, using the lid itself as a tiny dustpan. She began to sweep the ash toward it, gathering the gray powder, which was fine as flour and stained the concrete where it lay. She performed this task with a meticulous care, each motion slow and deliberate. Her knuckles brushed against the gritty surface of the plaza. She focused all her attention on this simple action, blocking out the residual noise of the crowd, the fading echoes of the chants inside her own mind. Change. Progress. They were just words. This ash was real. It was solid. It was evidence. Not a word, not a promise. This was what truly remained after the fire died down. After the speech ended. After the vanished were forgotten. This silent and gray residue.

She swept another small patch of ash into her makeshift pan, this one nearer to the leg of a brazier where the residue was thicker and darker. She carefully tipped it into the mouth of the jar, watching the fine powder cascade down to form a growing pile at the bottom. She remembered the very first jar she had filled on a cold November night. The night her son did not come home. The night the new precinct commander gave his speech promising safety and order and progress. The braziers had burned that night, too, their smoke mixing with the fog. She had scooped the ash from the ground because she needed to hold something real and tangible in the face of words that meant nothing, when her hands would otherwise have been completely empty.

She added another careful sweep of ash to the collection. The jar’s bottom was now covered by a quarter-inch of the gray material. She continued her work, methodical and unnoticed in the quickly thinning crowd. People hurried past her, eager to leave, to forget the event or to celebrate it in private. A heavy black boot scuffed the concrete very near her hand. A security guard stood over her, tall and imposing in his neat uniform. His eyes performed a quick and professional scan of the area before looking down at her, at the woman kneeling to sweep ash into a small glass jar. His gaze lingered for a moment, flat and assessing, devoid of any curiosity. Then it moved on. She was not chanting, she was not cheering, but she was not causing a disturbance either. She was just a woman gathering dirt, a harmless and insignificant creature. He walked on without saying a word.

Mira allowed herself a slow and quiet breath. She swept more of the ash into her jar. Her fingers were now stained a dirty gray, the powder smudged into her skin. The jar gained a little more weight, a little more substance with each addition. November. The month of endings. The month when the cold truly settled in for the long duration. She thought of her son then. Not the official story of the runaway. Not the report of the river, but of his actual self. His fear of the dark that required a nightlight. His cherished collection of smooth stones from the riverbank. The specific sound of his laughter echoing through their tiny kitchen. All of it was gone, vanished into the system’s vast and hungry silence. Just like the man who was dragged away. Just like the faded posters. Just like the promises made on this very spot.

The Leader’s own words echoed in the hollow space he had carved out inside her. Silence is complicity. He was right, but not in the way he meant it. Her silence now was not a complicity with his power; it was a preservation of her own. It was a different kind of silence. A quiet and private space where she could hold onto what was real, onto what was truly left. She swept the last patch of ash within her reach, carefully tipping the contents of the lid into the jar and watching the final particles settle. She screwed the lid back on tightly, sealing the contents away from the world. She wiped her gray fingers on the dark fabric of her coat, leaving faint streaks behind. She stood up, her knees protesting the movement with a sharp ache.

The plaza was nearly empty now, populated only by a few slow-moving stragglers. The clean-up crews were already moving in. Men dressed in drab overalls sweeping the ground with wide brooms, hosing down sections of concrete, erasing all the footprints, the litter and any other evidence that a crowd had ever been here. The braziers continued to smoke, sending their thin gray plumes up into the dull and uncaring sky. Mira held the sealed jar in her hand, feeling its slight but meaningful weight, the gritty residue that had settled under the rim of the lid. She looked at the label one more time. November. It was not just for her son. It was for the fear, for the lies, for the Leader’s cold and calculating eyes, for the crowd’s eager roar, for the act of vanishing itself. All of it was reduced to this simple substance. Ash. A memory made solid. A quiet and defiant act contained within a glass jar.

She placed the jar carefully back into her canvas bag, letting it rest beside the photograph of her son. She adjusted the collar of her coat against a sudden chill that the evening air was bringing and turned her back on Victory Plaza. Her steps away from the square were slow and heavy but also deliberate. Each one carrying her home toward the cramped apartment that felt too large without him. Toward the silence that was not complicity. Toward the stubborn and necessary act of holding on, of remembering, one jar of ash at a time. The city sounds began to return as the last of the rally noise faded, the normal hum of life asserting itself, and she walked into that hum, a single figure carrying a small and heavy truth away from the altar of ashes. The evening was closing in around the buildings, and the lights in the windows of the apartments she passed were beginning to flicker on. Each one a small and distant promise of shelter, of a private world away from the chants and the speeches. A world where different truths could be held, however fragilely, in the quiet of one’s own hands.

Her route home took her on a winding path through the city’s decaying heart. She deliberately avoided the Street of the Pioneers, where the new Hall of Historical Corrections stood, its neoclassical façade hiding the labyrinth of offices where teams of bureaucrats diligently scrubbed the past clean. She could almost feel the lies radiating from its marble walls. Instead, she cut through a narrow alley, the sound of her footsteps echoing. From here, she could hear it—a faint, impossibly complex saxophone riff weaving through the damp air. It was coming from The Jazz Club, a basement establishment tucked beneath a derelict hotel. Its existence was tolerated, for now, a pressure valve for the city’s creative energy. The music was a language of freedom and improvisation. The absolute opposite of the rigid, pre-approved fanfares of the regime. It was a testament to something that couldn’t be easily stamped out.

As she turned onto her own street, she passed the public library. A new sign, freshly hung, declared it “The Library of Errors.” The windows were dark. It had been closed for months, its contents undergoing “review.” Everyone knew the real books—the novels, the poetry, the histories that contradicted the Hall’s bulletins—were being pulped. Soon it would reopen, its shelves filled with approved texts: biographies of The Leader, technical manuals, and dense ideological texts that all somehow proved the infallibility of the regime. A library of wrong answers to false questions.

She finally reached her building, her hand closing around the key in her pocket. But her mind was not on the jars or the quiet apartment. It was on a word, whispered only in the most trusted of company: The Undercurrent. She had heard it first from her sister, Lena, who had heard it from a friend who worked in the utilities department. It was a name for the faint hope, the silent network of those who had not been fooled. There were no leaders, no manifestos. Just a shared look, a helping hand, a piece of real information passed along. It was what her ash-gathering was—a small part of that undercurrent. A quiet resistance that flowed beneath the surface of obedience, waiting, persisting. The Leader could command the plaza, but he could not command the human spirit that hid in the cracks and shadows.
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