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    For those who have learned the art of merciful pain.For the scribes who build bridges where others see only cracks.And for the light that persists, even in the deepest dark.

Your sutures are not scars; they are stories.This one is for you.

      

    



  	
        
            
            A city is not built on stone, but on a foundation of shared pain. The question is not whether we suffer, but what we build with our agony: a prison for the soul, or a bridge to a deeper truth.
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Chapter 1 :The Art of Merciful Pain
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The needle was a whisper against the scream.

Cassian’s hand was a thing of calm, a steady, deliberate weight above the twitching flesh of the boy’s back. His own world had narrowed to the space between his fingers, to the shimmering bead of ink-black blood welling up from the puncture, to the faint, feverish light that writhed just beneath the skin of his patient. The air in the small, stone-cut chamber was thick with the smell of ozone, sweat, and the cloying sweetness of decay—the signature scent of the Blight.

“Hold him,” Cassian said, his voice low and devoid of warmth. It was a tool, like his needle. Nothing more.

Rennick, his apprentice, a gangly youth with nervous hands, tightened his grip on the boy’s shoulders, pressing him harder into the damp straw of the cot. The boy, no older than fourteen, whimpered, a raw, animal sound. His skin was slick with a cold sweat, the telltale silver luminescence of the Blight tracing his spine like a poisoned river.

“Almost there,” Cassian murmured, though the assurance was for the ritual, not the boy. Comfort was a luxury the lower levels of Nenthys could not afford.

He dipped the needle—a sliver of obsidian honed to a cruel point—into the small clay pot of ink. It wasn't truly ink, but a viscous slurry of ground deep-mineral and bone-dust, a substance inert and hungry. As the needle touched the boy’s skin again, Cassian did not simply push. He listened.

His consciousness frayed at the edges, dipping into the chaotic current of the boy’s pain. It was a storm of shattered images—the clang of a forge hammer, the fearful face of a mother, the oppressive heat of the Foundry Level, and through it all, the piercing, acid-sharp agony of the Blight feasting on his nerves. Cassian’s jaw tightened. He was an intruder here, a surgeon in a burning house.

With a twist of his wrist, he began the Suture.

This was not art. This was violence. A controlled, merciful violence. The ink, guided by the needle and his will, siphoned the excess energy, pulling the searing light from the boy’s nerve endings and trapping it in the dermis. The pattern he carved was a brutal, geometric thing: a series of interlocking bars, a prison cell etched onto a soul. With each pass of the needle, the boy’s screams softened to ragged sobs, the violent trembling in his limbs subsiding into a shallow, exhausted shiver.

The light in the boy’s veins dimmed, captured, sealed under the rising black design. The pain was being walled away. Contained.

Finally, Cassian lifted the needle. The Suture was complete, a stark, raised tattoo of pure black that stood in violent contrast to the pale skin around it. It pulsed once, faintly, with a captive silver light, and then fell still.

Silence descended, broken only by the boy’s ragged breathing and the drip of water somewhere in the corridor outside. The oppressive energy in the room had receded.

Rennick released his grip, his own hands shaking. “Will it hold?”

“It will hold until it doesn’t,” Cassian said, wiping his needle on a clean rag with methodical precision. He felt drained, the echo of the boy’s pain a dull ache in his own bones. “The Blight is a tide. We only build walls. We don’t stop the ocean.”

He looked at the boy, now sleeping fitfully. He would live. Today. His life would be longer, but it would be a life bound by the Suture, a constant reminder of the thing festering inside him. A necessary bargain.

Cassian’s eyes drifted to the small, high window of his workshop. Beyond it, the endless, layered chasm of Nenthys fell away into a gloom pierced by a thousand flickering lights—a vertical testament to a million such bargains, a city built on a foundation of merciful pain.

And somewhere, deep below, in the foundations of the world, he felt it. A faint, impossible tremor. As if something had just stirred in its sleep.

His hand stilled on the needle.

It was probably nothing.  
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Chapter 2 : The Sutures of Nenthys
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The boy’s father paid in rust-scavenged iron and a bottle of weak, fermented fungal brew. Cassian took the iron and left the brew. Gratitude was a currency he had no use for.

He descended.

Leaving his workshop on the dusty edge of the Merchant Level, he moved into the throbbing heart of the city. Nenthys was a body, and its streets were arteries, pulsing with a life both vibrant and desperate. The air changed with every switchback ramp and spiraling staircase—from the stale, circulated breeze of the upper habitation rings to the thick, hot, metal-tinged breath of the Artisan’s Quarter.

Here, the Sutures were not hidden. They were displayed. A woman hauling a basket of glow-moss had a complex, thorny pattern spanning her knuckles. A smith, hammering a glowing blade, had his entire chest covered in a brutal, functional lattice of black ink that shifted with his powerful muscles. This was not the minimalist, shame-concealing art of the Celestial Palace. This was armor. A badge of survival. A testament to the fact that the Blight was a constant companion, a tax on living this deep in the world’s wound.

Cassian moved through them, an island of stillness. His own hands were bare, unmarked. A point of professional pride. A wall he maintained between himself and the suffering he managed.

His destination was the Edge Market, a precarious bazaar built on a granite outcrop overlooking the abyssal drop. Here, the vendors sold the tools of his trade. He needed more bone-dust. High-quality, from a deep-dweller beast. The stronger the bone, the stronger the Suture.

He ignored the hawkers selling stolen light-globes and suspicious meat, his gaze fixed on a stall draped in sinew and vertebrae. Old Mara, a woman whose face was a web of fine, white scars, nodded as he approached.

“Scribe,” she grunted. “The usual ?”

“The strong stuff, Mara. Not your floor sweepings.”

She cackled, pulling a wrapped parcel from beneath her counter. “For you, only the best. From a Maw-Crawler. Dense. It’ll hold a righteous amount of pain.” She tapped her own temple, where a single, intricate Suture coiled like a lock of hair. “Holds mine, doesn’t it ?”

As he counted out his iron scraps, a commotion erupted two stalls over. A cry of anger, then a shimmer of wrongness in the air.

Cassian turned.

A young woman, all sharp angles and defiant eyes, was backing away from a spice merchant. She clutched a pouch to her chest. But it wasn’t her thievery that drew Cassian’s eye. It was the skin of her arms, visible through her torn tunic.

They were a canvas of Sutures. But unlike any he had ever seen. They were wild, asymmetrical, a chaotic storm of lines and swirls that seemed to fight against each other. They weren’t the clean, purposeful geometry of containment. They were... expressive. Reckless.

And one on her forearm was glowing, a feverish, unstable silver.

“Blight-touched thief !” the merchant roared, making a warding sign with his fingers.

The woman—Anya—just smirked, though Cassian saw the tension in her jaw. The Suture on her arm pulsed, and the air around her hand shimmered. The spice merchant’s scales, used to weigh his goods, suddenly flipped, scattering precious powder to the wind.

In that moment, Cassian didn’t see a thief. He saw a dangerous, walking imbalance. A poorly contained explosion.

Their eyes met across the market. Her smirk didn’t fade, but it sharpened, challenging him. She saw his clean hands, his upright posture, his judgment.

Then she turned and melted into the crowd, a ghost in the city’s bloodstream.

Cassian felt a familiar chill. It was the same tremor he’d felt hours earlier. Not from below.

From right here. A crack in the world, walking on two legs.
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Chapter 3 : A Price in Bone and Agony
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Old Mara followed his gaze, her wrinkled face tightening. “That one. Free-Marked. Trouble follows her like a shadow.” She spat over the edge of the market platform into the endless dark. “Thinks the Blight is a pet. Doesn’t know she’s dancing on the edge of a knife.”

Cassian took his package of bone-dust, his mind elsewhere. The Free-Marked were heretics, fools who believed the Blight could be tamed, harnessed. They saw Sutures not as containment, but as empowerment. Their end was always the same : they became what they sought to control. A danger to themselves and everyone around them.

He pushed the image of the girl’s wild Sutures from his mind. Her path was not his concern. His duty was to build stronger walls, not fret over those who tore them down.

The journey back to his workshop was a slow ascent from the city’s fevered pulse to its quieter, colder veins. He passed a public bath where steam clouded the air and the citizens of the Merchant Level scrubbed at their skin as if they could wash away the taint of the world below. He saw a mother quickly pull her child’s sleeve down to cover a small, fresh Suture on its wrist, her face a mask of shame.

The duality of Nenthys. Below, the Blight was a fact of life. Here, it was a secret to be hidden.

He was halfway up a final, narrow stairwell when he found his path blocked. Two figures stood silhouetted against the cooler light of the higher level. They did not move to let him pass.

They were tall, clad not in the practical leathers of the lower levels, but in polished cuirasses of a dull white alloy, etched with the stark symbol of a soaring eagle. Their faces were hidden behind full helms, featureless and imposing.

Celestial Guard.

The one on the right spoke, his voice echoing metallically from within his helm. “Cassian. The Scar-Scribe ?”

Cassian stopped, his hand tightening on the strap of his kit. The Guard never came this deep. Their presence was an ill omen, a bird of prey descending into the gutters.

“I am,” he said, his voice flat.

“You are summoned to the Celestial Palace. By order of the Queen Regent, Queiellen.” The guard did not gesture, did not move. He was a wall of authority. “You will come with us. Now.”

A summons. Not a request. A command. The Queen’s attention was a thing to be feared. It only fell upon those who had committed a great crime... or those who were needed for a task no one else could perform.

Cassian thought of the unstable girl in the market. Of the tremor he’d felt. A cold knot of dread tightened in his stomach.

He gave a single, curt nod.

Without another word, the guards turned and began to ascend. Cassian followed, leaving the familiar, grimy shadows of his world behind, climbing toward the cold, hard light of power.    
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Chapter 4 : A Summons from the Eagle
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The ascent was a journey into a different world. The air lost its weight and its smell. The organic, rusty-metal scent of the lower levels was replaced by the sterile odor of polished stone and recirculated air. The constant, comforting murmur of the city faded, replaced by an oppressive, echoing silence.

The guards’ armored boots clocked a precise, rhythmic cadence on the flawless white stairs. Cassian’s own worn boots were soundless. He felt like a smudge of dirt on a pristine canvas, being escorted to be wiped away.

They passed through the Veil of Clouds, a literal barrier of mist generated by hidden vents that separated the upper aristocracy from the rabble below. The temperature dropped. Light globes, perfectly spherical and emitting a cold, unwavering light, replaced the flickering gas jets and bioluminescent fungi.

Cassian had been to the Celestial Palace once before, as a apprentice accompanying his master. It had felt like a mausoleum then. It felt no different now.

The architecture was no longer about function and fortification against the abyss, but about awe and intimidation. Soaring arches, impossible buttresses that seemed to defy gravity, and vast, empty halls where their footsteps echoed like stones dropped into a bottomless well. The people they passed—courtiers, officials, servants—moved with a hushed, efficient grace. Their clothes were fine, their faces were smooth and unmarked by any visible Suture. The Blight, here, was a shameful secret dealt with in absolute privacy.

They did not take him to a throne room. They led him to a secluded wing, to a pair of doors carved from a single piece of obsidian, shot through with veins of silver that caught the light like frozen lightning. Two more guards, identical to his escorts, stood motionless on either side.

One of them knocked once, a sharp, definitive sound. The door swung inward without a sound.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
CASSIAN

THE SCAR=CIPHER

ust sﬂence its heart. -

CHEKMAM AHCENE"





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





