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Prologue: The Valley of Glass
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(Found among the field journals of Tomas Rell, Cartographer of the Outer Reaches. Classified, then unclassified, then classified again.)

I did not go to Kharon Ridge to find religion.

I went to find a missing survey team, a rumored mineral fault, and enough evidence of usefulness to renew my license without groveling.

That is the first rule of the Outer Reaches: you don’t survive on courage. You survive on being necessary.

The Dominion will tolerate almost anyone who is necessary.

It will forgive a man’s flaws if his maps keep supply lines straight and his borders legible. It will even forgive his secrets, so long as his secrets do not threaten the stories that make the Dominion feel stable.

I was good at maps. That had been my salvation.

Also my prison.

When I was a boy, my grandfather gave me two small stones, cloudy crystal discs wrapped in wire, worn smooth by fingers long dead. He called them seer stones, not because they predicted the future, but because they let you read what wasn’t meant for ordinary eyes.

“Don’t use them for showing off,” he told me. “Use them for seeing.”

I asked him what the difference was.

He smiled like a man who had been punished for both. “Showing off wants approval,” he said. “Seeing wants truth.”

In the Silt District, truth got you hit.

Approval got you bread.

So, I learned approval.

I became excellent at it.

Even now, with my license and my travel seal and my careful diction, the old boy lived inside my ribs. He listened for footsteps. He rehearsed harmlessness. He tried to prevent the world from withdrawing its hand.

That boy was with me when I climbed Kharon Ridge.

Not as nostalgia.

As a mechanism.






The valley below the ridge should not have existed.

It was too smooth, too bright, too wrong.

A river of glass ran through it, solidified in a long, shallow channel as if the earth had once been hot enough to melt itself. In places the glass had cracked into plates that reflected the sky in sharp fragments. Each fragment held a different angle of cloud, so the valley looked like it had been broken and reassembled by a careless god.

No tracks. No birds. No insects.

Even my boots sounded disrespectful.

Then I saw the craft.

It lay half-buried at the far end of the glass channel, its hull split like a seedpod. Not torn by explosion, but opened, as if some internal pressure had finally decided it was done containing itself. The metal was black and matte, not scorched, aged. The kind of age that feels like time has weight.

There were no bodies.

That was the first wrongness.

A crash without remains.

A wound without blood.

I approached slowly, because I have survived long enough to respect the instincts that whisper this is not for you. But the seer stones in my pocket grew warm, as if they recognized a language my mind had never learned.

The craft’s interior smelled faintly of ozone and dust. The air was dry, like a sealed archive.

On a bulkhead near the entry seam I found a symbol burned into the metal: a spiral with a single notch, like an eye that had been stylized into mathematics.

I drew it in my journal.

Symbols are maps of intention.

Beneath the symbol, half-hidden by a fallen panel, I saw something else: a strip of woven fiber, pale and tough, looped around a piece of metal.

It looked like a strap.

A harness.

Human-scale.

I touched it and felt a brief shock, static, or something like static, then nothing.

I wrote that down too.

When you find something that doesn’t belong, you do not decide what it means.

You collect it.

Meaning comes later, when the world starts to pull.

Deeper inside the wreck, I found a compartment sealed with the spiral mark.

The seal responded when I brought the seer stones near it.

Not with light.

With compliance.

The panel loosened as if my grandfather’s cloudy discs were a key.

Inside, nested in dark foam, lay a slab of translucent crystal etched with grooves. It was thin, warm to the touch, and heavier than it should have been.

No power source. No wiring. No inscription in any script I recognized, only the grooves, arranged in patterns too deliberate to be decorative.

I lifted it.

The grooves hummed, faintly, and the hum moved across my skin like breath.

I remember thinking, absurdly: it’s listening.

I remember thinking: don’t be dramatic.

Then, because I am who I am, I did what I always do when I find something that could change my life:

I tried to make it manageable.

I wrapped the slab in cloth. I logged it under a coded entry in my field book. I marked the coordinates of the crash. I collected the strap. I drew the spiral mark again, careful this time, noting the notch.

And I told myself I would bring it to Meridian and let proper people decide what it was.

That is what a trained citizen tells himself when he feels something he cannot report.






That night I made camp at the edge of the valley, where the glass plates gave way to cracked stone. The wind sounded wrong there too, as if it had to choose a direction each time it crossed the fractured reflections.

I built a small fire, more for the comfort of ritual than warmth, and took out the seer stones.

My grandfather had taught me how to use them: hold them over a text, soften your eyes, let the stones “catch” the hidden ink.

I had never needed them much. The Dominion prefers texts that don’t require special sight.

Now, under a sky that seemed too large, I placed the crystal slab on my knees and held the seer stones above the grooves.

At first, nothing happened.

Then the grooves shifted.

Not physically.

In perception.

A pattern rose out of them like a message emerging from fog.

And words, not in my ear, not on the slab, but behind thought, assembled themselves with unnatural clarity.

I did not feel like I was inventing them.

I felt like I was remembering something that had never happened to me.

Three sparks came through before anything else; three sentences that landed like stones dropped into the well of my chest:

	“The Veil is not a punishment. It is an invention.”


I felt my throat tighten. My whole life had been punishment-and-reward disguised as virtue. I had never questioned the disguise because it fed me.

	“Fear is Love wearing armor.”


I almost laughed at the softness of it, and then, immediately, I wanted to cry, because I recognized the truth of it in my own body: the way my compliance had always been a kind of love, terrified of losing bread.

	“Be the witness who sees what is, not the verdict.”


That line did something dangerous.

It removed the tribunal.

It made the universe feel... unowned.

I held my breath without meaning to, the way you do when you think you might be watched. The boy in me wanted to ask: If there’s no verdict, how do I know I’m safe? How do I know I’ve done enough?

The slab warmed, not with comfort, but with presence.

I wrote the three sparks in my journal with shaking hands, copying them twice, once in Trade Speech, once in my mother’s old river script, the one Meridian clerks read slowly, if at all.

My grandfather’s stones trembled slightly in my fingers.

I adjusted them, trying to keep the pattern stable.

The grooves blurred.

I tried again.

The words flickered, like a signal losing strength.

I narrowed my eyes, softened them, moved the stones closer.

For a moment the pattern returned, and I saw the beginning of a longer passage, an opening cadence, almost liturgical:

In the beginning there was Oneness...

Then the seer stones went suddenly cold.

Not cool.

Cold as if all warmth had been taken from them and stored elsewhere.

The slab’s hum stopped.

The grooves flattened into meaningless lines.

I blinked hard, thinking my eyes had tired.

I held the stones over the slab again.

Nothing.

A sharp irritation rose in me, pure control impulse, the old hunger to restore a tool to obedience.

I tried to force it.

I pressed the stones down until the wires bit my fingers.

Still nothing.

That was the first time I understood something essential about whatever I had found:

It would not perform on command.

It was not a device.

It was not a commodity.

It was, if I dared say it, something like a teacher.

And teachers, true ones, refuse to be owned.

I sat there in the firelight, angry at my own helplessness.

Then I noticed my anger for what it was: fear wearing armor.

Fear that I had glimpsed something and would lose it.

Fear that I would return to my life unchanged.

Fear that if I carried this back to Meridian without being able to “prove” it, I would be laughed at, investigated, revised.

Fear that I would not be believed.

And beneath that, an older fear:

Fear that my worth depended on being approved.

I lowered the stones into my lap.

The wind moved over the valley of glass, making a sound like distant paper.

From inside the wreck, far across the cracked reflections, there came a faint metallic creak, as if something inside it had shifted.

I froze.

Cartographers are not heroes. We are paid to notice.

I listened again.

The creak came a second time.

Then: a whisper of movement, not in the gravel, but in the air itself, like fabric sliding over metal.

I stood slowly, firelight flickering across the glass plates.

My hand went to the strap I had taken from the wreck.

Human-scale.

A harness.

Why would a craft with no bodies contain a harness?

And why would the seer stones, old, crude, human, fit a seal that looked nothing like Dominion manufacture?

A thought formed, unwanted and immediate:

This was meant to be opened.

Not by anyone.

By someone with the seer stones.

By someone like me.

That was not flattering.

It was worse.

It suggested intention.

I walked to the edge of camp and stared across the valley.

The wreck lay silent.

But the silence felt... attentive.

I returned to the fire and wrapped the slab again, tighter this time, as if cloth could bind meaning. I tucked the seer stones into a pouch and closed it.

They remained cold.

In the morning I would go back into the craft and search again, more carefully this time, for what I had missed.

For a source. A key. An explanation.

For the missing portion that the three sparks promised.

Because I already knew, in my bones, what the City of Meridian would do if I arrived with a mystery I could not stabilize.

They would confiscate the object.

They would assign committees.

They would demand interpretations.

And then they would publish a version safe enough to make citizens sleep.

If the Codex was going to matter, it would have to matter before the machine decided what it was allowed to mean.

I sat back down by the fire, staring at my hands as if they belonged to someone else.

I did not want this responsibility.

I wanted my license renewed.

I wanted to be necessary, not dangerous.

I wanted to be approved.

But the three sparks pulsed in my mind with the quiet persistence of something true:

The Veil is an invention.

Fear is Love wearing armor.

Be the witness who sees what is, not the verdict.

Then, from the dark beyond the firelight, I heard it again, a soft, patient sound, like footsteps where there should have been none.

And somewhere inside the wreck, something answered.
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Chapter 1: The Finder Returns
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I am Tomas Rell, Cartographer of the Outer Reaches, licensed by the Dominion, tolerated by it, and therefore never entirely at ease.

People who live in softer places imagine freedom as a feeling. Here, freedom is paperwork: a seal that opens gates, a signature that keeps you employed, a stamp that says you are still the sort of man the Dominion prefers not to erase.

And erasure, in my world, is almost never dramatic. It is administrative.

Your name stops appearing on lists. Your requests stop being answered. Your work stops being credited. You become a rumor attached to cautionary phrasing: unstable, unreliable, compromised.

You can survive many things in the Outer Reaches; hunger, weather, broken equipment, even loneliness, if your name remains clean.

So, I learned early to treat my name like a second body. I kept it clean. I kept it agreeable.

That was the boy my father raised: the boy who understood that bread arrives when you are not difficult.

He grew into the man who could map a river delta from a single ridgeline and keep a Survey team alive with nothing but angles and discipline.

He also grew into the man who knew, without being told, when not to ask questions.

Which is why the thing I carried back from Kharon Ridge made my ribs ache; not from weight, but from the simple fact that it made questions unavoidable.

I returned with a mystery I could not explain. 

That difference matters. In Meridian, mysteries are not allowed to remain mysteries. They are either classified, domesticated, or used to frighten the public.

And I could feel the machine, even out on the ridge, turning its gears in anticipation.






When I was a child in the Silt District, my grandfather gave me two small cloudy discs wrapped in wire. They were older than his hands and smoother than any tool should be.

“Seer stones,” he called them.

I had laughed, because boys laugh when they sense seriousness and don’t yet know how to hold it.

My grandfather didn’t scold me. He merely looked at me with the tired patience of a man who had learned the cost of being seen.

“Don’t use them for showing off,” he said. “Hold them close, like a secret. Use them for seeing.”

In the Silt District, seeing was dangerous. Approval was safer. I learned approval first, seeing later, and even now I still have to pry my fingers off the old habit.

Those stones had been warm in my pocket when I climbed Kharon Ridge.

They had warmed further when I stepped into the valley of glass and found the wreck.

They had warmed when the seal recognized them, when the panel loosened as if the stones were a key.

And on the first night beside the slab of crystal, the stones had done what my grandfather claimed they could do: they made hidden text visible.

Not all of it.

Not even close.

Only three sparks came through before the signal failed; three sentences that landed in me with a kind of blunt mercy:

The Veil is not a punishment. It is an invention.

Fear is Love wearing armor.

Be the witness who sees what is, not the verdict.

Then the stones went cold; suddenly, unnaturally cold as if whatever intelligence had spoken through them had withdrawn or been cut off.

I tried again and again until the wire bit into my fingers.

Nothing.

The grooves on the slab became mere grooves. The hum stopped. The connection ended.

In spite of my hesitations, I returned to the wreck when the sun broke the mist of the night’s darkness.

A cartographer does not trust one night’s impressions.

I found no tracks around my camp. No sign of animals. No evidence of intrusion.

But inside the craft I found something that tightened the knot in my chest: a shallow recess near the sealed compartment, shaped, impossibly, like the two stones my grandfather had given me.

Not an exact mold, but close enough to make coincidence feel like an insult.

I stared at that recess for a long time, and an unwanted thought formed with quiet certainty:

This was built with the seer stones in mind.

I wrote that down.

I also collected what I could without knowing what mattered.

A pale woven strap, human-scale, like a harness or restraint looped around a piece of metal. It didn’t belong in a craft that held no bodies. I took it anyway.

I copied the spiral symbol again, careful this time, noting the notch. A small imperfection that might be a key.

Then, beneath a broken panel deeper in the wreck, I found a thin strip of reflective foil etched with a map of stars, not the Dominion’s constellations, but a pattern that felt too deliberate to be decorative. I folded it and tucked it into my journal sleeve.

A map of stars inside a crashed craft.

A recess shaped for my grandfather’s stones.

A seal that responded to tools no Dominion artisan would recognize.

No bodies.

And a slab that spoke three sentences and then fell silent, as if silence itself were a gate.

If I had returned to Meridian with a functioning interface, I might have been tempted to keep it hidden longer. To translate it privately. To control it. To decide what it meant before the machine could take custody of meaning.

But I did not have that luxury.

The stones were cold.

The translation had stopped.

Which meant I was now carrying something I could not fully read... into a city that specialized in telling you what things mean.

It was a dangerous posture for a man trained to avoid danger.






My return to the City of Meridian had official reasons. It always does.

The Third Survey tour was ending. My charts and samples needed to be filed. My logbook needed to be copied. My license renewal depended on punctual submission, proper formatting, and the quiet performance of loyalty.

The Dominion loves punctuality the way priests love ritual.

And then there was the other reason, the reason I did not speak aloud.

I needed the Hall of Tongues.

If the Codex could not be read through the stones, perhaps it could be read through language itself, through comparative scripts, old fragments, scholars who lived among alphabets and margin notes.

Perhaps the Hall could tell me whether the three sparks were all there was.

Or whether something had locked itself away.

On the ridge, in the brief moment before the stones went cold, I had glimpsed the opening cadence of a longer passage, In the beginning there was Oneness...as if the slab were about to pour out an entire cosmology.

Then it stopped. Not like an exhaustion.

Like a seal.

A section promised by the first lines and then withheld.

I had scribbled in the margin of my journal next to the spiral symbol:

SEAL? SEVENTH?

It was not evidence. It was instinct.

And instincts keep you alive when the paperwork doesn’t.

So, I set my course down from the ridge and toward the river roads, where messages travel faster than conscience.

As the days passed, the land changed the way it always does when you approach Dominion territory: the wild became fenced, the fences became checkpoints, the checkpoints became laws.

Signal pylons rose along the road like metal spines, blinking coded light. Messages ran along them like prayers; coordinated, authenticated, controlled.

People changed too. In the Outer Reaches, strangers ask where you’re from because they’re curious. Near Meridian, strangers ask because they’re gathering data.

Travelers spoke more quietly. Jokes were shorter. Laughter died faster.

Even children learned early what adults pretend they don’t: that walls are made not only of stone but of attention.

I slept in lodges where the air smelled of cooked starch and careful silence. I ate with men whose smiles were practiced, whose questions arrived as if by policy.

“Returning from Survey?”

“Yes.”

“License renewal?”

“Yes.”

“Any unusual findings?”

No.

The word no came easily. It had become my survival language.

At night, alone, I would open my journal and look at the three sparks written in two scripts; Trade Speech and the old river hand my mother had taught me.

The old script felt like a private room. The Trade Speech felt like a monitored corridor.

The slab itself stayed wrapped and hidden. I did not take it out again on the road. Not because I feared its power. Because I feared my own reflex: the urge to control it, to force it to perform, to grip it hard enough that it would make me safe.

Control has a familiar comfort. It feels like competence.

It is often just fear wearing armor.

And the Codex’s second spark kept returning to me with uncomfortable precision: Fear is Love wearing armor.

The more I sat with that, the less I could hate my own impulses.

My compliance had been love, love for survival, love for bread, love for belonging, wrapped in whatever shape kept me alive.

I did not need to kill that armor.

I needed to stop worshiping it.

That subtle shift mattered, because the nearer I came to Meridian, the more my old self tried to take the wheel.

Be agreeable. Be small. Don’t become a problem.

It was not cowardice. It was training.

It was also, if I was honest, love.

But I had begun to suspect that there was another kind of love, one that doesn’t bargain for permission.

One that tells the truth sooner.

One that can be seen without collapsing.

I did not yet know how to live it consistently.

But the third spark sat in my chest like a stone that refuses to be swallowed:

Be the witness, not the verdict.

A witness does not negotiate with reality. He does not decorate it. He does not turn it into a story that keeps people comfortable.

He simply sees what is.

That stance, I was learning, is profoundly disruptive to systems built on curated meaning.






On the last day before Sable Gate, the outer station that marks entry into the Dominion proper, the road widened and the air thickened with the smell of ink and industry. The gates rose ahead, not tall but absolute, a reminder that the Dominion does not merely govern land. It governs movement.

As I approached, my chest tightened. The boy in me began rehearsing.

Say the right words. Offer the right documents. Keep your story simple.

Behind those rehearsals was a deeper dread: that I was carrying something that did not fit into any acceptable category.

I could imagine the questions.

I could imagine their mild faces as they asked them.

I could imagine the consequences wrapped in bureaucratic politeness.

At the checkpoint a clerk took my papers and inspected my seal. He did not ask about my health, the weather, or the Survey. He asked the only question that matters in an empire:

“Do you have anything to declare?”

It was a procedural question. It also felt like a moral test.

My instincts gave me the safe answer immediately: No.

No would have kept my day smooth. No would have kept me moving. No would have kept my name clean.

And if I had been returning with only charts and samples, no would have been true.

But the Codex was not only an object. It was a disruption. And disruptions, if denied, do not disappear. They simply get handled by someone else.

I felt the familiar contraction; fear rising, armor assembling.

Then I remembered what the Codex had done on the ridge in the brief moment before it went silent: it had removed the tribunal. It had made the universe feel less like a judge and more like an eye.

Not the eye of accusation.

The eye of witnessing.

So I tried something I had almost never tried at a Dominion gate:

I paused.

I let my fear be present without letting it answer for me.

I did not attempt to conquer it. I did not insult it. I simply acknowledged it.

This is armor.

Then I chose the smallest true sentence that could move the story forward.

“I’ve found something,” I said.

The clerk looked up for the first time.

Not startled. Interested.

A guard shifted his weight behind him.

“What is it?” the clerk asked.

“I don’t know,” I said, and that was the most honest answer I had ever given at a gate.

The clerk’s pen hovered above his ledger. He studied my face as if trying to locate the category where I belonged.

Then he asked the question the City of Meridian always asks first:

“Who has claimed it?”

And in that question I heard the whole Hub; kings, prophets, priests and generals, lean forward in their seats.

I swallowed.

The seer stones in my pocket remained cold.

The slab in my satchel remained wrapped.

And the three sparks in my chest remained painfully alive.

I said, carefully, because the truth was the only thing I could still control:

“No one has.”
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Chapter 2: The Throat of Sable Gate
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Sable Gate did not look like a fortress.

It looked like an office that had learned to wear stone.

The walls were not tall. The doors were not ornate. There were no banners flapping heroically in the wind. Only a wide arch, a tiled courtyard, and a row of desks arranged like teeth.

The Dominion does not rely on intimidation alone. It relies on normalcy, the quiet implication that whatever happens here is reasonable because it happens every day.

I stepped forward with my papers in hand and felt the familiar tightening in my chest: the body’s recognition of a place where your life can be altered without anyone raising their voice.

The clerk who had asked me who has claimed it was named Harlan. I knew this because he wore his name on a small metal plate at the edge of his desk, as if identity were a function of legibility.

He held my travel seal between finger and thumb and turned it slightly to catch the light, the way a jeweler might examine a flaw.

“No one has,” I had said.

And the silence that followed had weight.

Harlan’s pen hovered over the ledger. Behind him a guard shifted his stance, one small movement, polite enough to be deniable, clear enough to be understood.

In the line behind me someone coughed and then, immediately, stopped coughing as if the sound itself had been reprimanded.

Harlan’s voice remained calm. “Recovered items must be declared,” he said, as if reminding me of weather or law. “We need to determine the appropriate custodian.”

Custodian.

It was a gentle word. It sounded protective. It carried a hidden assumption: that anything unclaimed is unsafe.

I understood his position more than I wanted to. A clerk’s safety is built on procedure. Procedures keep chaos outside the desk. Procedures keep blame from settling on your skin.

If something goes wrong, the Dominion does not punish the concept of “policy.” It punishes the person whose name appears beside the error.

Harlan glanced down the line of travelers, then back to me. “What have you found, Cartographer Rell?”

He already knew who I was; my seal announced it. The use of my name was a signal to the guards: this was not a random traveler. This was a licensed man. A man with a file.

“I found an artifact,” I said.

Harlan’s pen made a small mark.

“From where?”

“Kharon Ridge.”

Another mark.

“You were with the Third Survey?”

“Yes.”

He looked up again. “Where is it now?”

“In my satchel.”

Harlan nodded once, the way a man nods when the day has become slightly more complicated.

He turned his head a fraction and said, without raising his voice, “Inspection.”

Two guards stepped forward, not hurried, not aggressive. Efficient.

One of them extended his hand. “Satchel.”

I could have refused. The thought flashed through me like a spark: say no, run, vanish into the market roads.

But refusal at Sable Gate does not produce cinematic escape. It produces paperwork that follows you for the rest of your life. A single stamp can turn you into a person whose movement becomes an inconvenience.

And I was not a rebel. Not yet.

I was a man with an object I could not fully read, and a tool, the seer stones, now cold and useless. I needed access to language. I needed the Hall of Tongues. I needed time.

So, I did what I have always done when confronted with power: I complied strategically.

I handed the satchel over.

The guard placed it on a table behind the desk, opened it with practiced care, and began removing items one by one: compass, ink, charcoals, field rations, a folded cloth, my logbook.

Then his hands paused on the wrapped slab.

Even through cloth, he felt something, not mystical, not dramatic. A faint warmth, like a stone that has held sun.

He hesitated, then glanced at Harlan.

Harlan’s eyes narrowed. “What is it?”

“Wrapped,” the guard said.

“Unwrap it.”

The guard loosened the cloth.

The Codex lay exposed, its grooves catching the courtyard light without reflecting it. It looked, in that moment, like nothing more than a strange slab of crystal.

Which made it more dangerous.

Most people fear what looks like a weapon. They do not know how to respond to what looks like an object yet behaves like a shift in consciousness.

Harlan rose and came around the desk.

He did not touch the Codex. He leaned close, studying the grooves.

“Any markings?” he asked.

“No script,” the guard said.

Harlan’s gaze flicked to my face. “You said you don’t know what it is.”

“I don’t.”

He watched me for a beat, long enough to decide whether I was lying, or merely confused.

Then he said, “We will hold it for review.”

The sentence landed like a soft door closing.

“For how long?” I asked.

Harlan’s expression did not change. “Until the review is complete.”

Which, in Dominion language, means: until we decide what story to attach to it.

“And if the review takes months?”

“Then it takes months.”

A small tightening rose in my chest, fear wearing armor, searching for leverage.

I could feel myself preparing to negotiate. Offer to help. Offer to translate. Offer anything to keep proximity.

Then I remembered the third spark:

Be the witness who sees what is, not the verdict.

I watched the negotiation impulse without obeying it. I let the fear be present without letting it write my next sentence.

Instead, I asked the only question that mattered.

“Where will it be sent?”

“Meridian,” Harlan said. “The Hall of Review.”

My stomach tightened again, but this time the tension had clarity.

The City of Meridian.

The machine.

The place where meaning is curated.

The place where discoveries become assets.

Harlan gestured to a clerk. “Create a receipt.”

A young clerk began writing quickly. The guard rewrapped the Codex as if cloth could make it ordinary again.

Harlan turned back to me. “You will proceed to Meridian. You will report within forty-eight hours to the Review Council.”

“I’m not under arrest,” I said.

“No,” Harlan replied. “You’re under obligation.”

That was the Dominion’s genius. It did not always cage you with bars. It caged you with responsibility.

The clerk handed Harlan a stamped receipt. Harlan signed it and handed it to me.

RECEIPT FOR DECLARED MATERIAL

ITEM HELD FOR REVIEW

SUBJECT: UNKNOWN ARTIFACT

ORIGIN: KHARON RIDGE

DECLARANT: TOMAS RELL

STATUS: UNDER REVIEW

My name on a receipt.

That was another kind of custody.

It meant that if the Codex caused trouble, the first file they would open was mine.

Harlan returned my travel seal.

“You’ll be escorted to ensure smooth transit,” he said, as if doing me a kindness.

“Escorted,” I repeated.

“To prevent misunderstanding,” he added.

Misunderstanding.

The Dominion’s favorite euphemism for disobedience.






They gave me back my satchel, lighter now, and guided me through the inner courtyard to a waiting carriage.

As we walked, I saw the smaller machinery that makes empires feel unbeatable: not soldiers, not weapons, clerks. Receipt books. Filing cabinets. Men like Harlan whose whole job is to ensure that nothing unclassified remains unclassified.

I did not hate him.

That surprised me.

I saw, suddenly, what his life required. Precision. Obedience. Responsibility. A constant vigilance against error.

The Dominion trains its minions by attaching survival to procedure. It makes them into living locks.

Harlan looked at me once as we passed through the archway, his expression neutral but not cruel.

He was not my antagonist.

He was my mirror: fear wearing armor, doing its job.

Outside the gate, the road widened toward Meridian. The air smelled of ink and coal.

A guard climbed into the carriage with me, sitting opposite, hands folded, eyes politely empty. He did not speak. He did not need to.

For the first time since the valley of glass, I felt the loss of the Codex as a physical absence, like a missing tooth you keep tonguing without meaning to.

My pocket held the seer stones, still cold.

My journal sleeve held the folded strip of star-map foil, hidden beneath ordinary pages.

My mind held only three sparks.

That was all.

Three sentences and a silence.

A teaching that had arrived just long enough to destabilize my old worldview, then withdrawn, leaving me to walk the road back to the Hub with nothing but fragmentary truth and a growing awareness that I had been chosen, if chosen is even the right word.

Perhaps “positioned” is better.

A cartographer is positioned at edges. We cross borders. We enter places other people only hear rumors about. We carry information across seams.

Maybe that was why the recess in the wreck had matched my grandfather’s stones.

Maybe that was why the seal had yielded to tools no Dominion artisan would recognize.

Maybe that was why the message had come in sparks, enough to wake me, not enough to let me feel in control.

The Dominion would now do what it does best: surround the unknown with committees and turn it into an object with a label.

And because the seer stones no longer worked, I could not “prove” what I had heard.

I could not demonstrate the message on command.

Which meant the next phase of this story would not be fought over a miracle.

It would be fought over interpretation.

Over who gets to define what the Codex means, and what parts of it are allowed to exist at all.

I watched the city drift nearer through the carriage window. Meridian’s pylons blinked their coded light along the road like distant eyes.

My fear rose again, predictable, animal.

The old part of me began rehearsing: Say the right things. Be agreeable. Offer cooperation. Keep your name clean.

Then, quietly, without ceremony, something else happened.

A second thought arrived beneath the fear, steady as bedrock:

I don’t have to control this.

I didn’t know yet how to live that sentence. But I could feel its truth.

Control had been my religion. Control had been my survival. Control had also been my bondage.

If the Codex had fallen into my hands for any reason, perhaps it wasn’t so I could own it.

Perhaps it was so I could learn to be the kind of man who can carry truth without turning it into property.

Perhaps that was the first translation I needed to complete, inside myself, before any words could be rendered into Trade Speech.

The carriage rolled on toward Meridian.

Across from me, the guard’s eyes remained politely empty.

But I could feel the machine’s attention tightening, not like anger, but like administration.

And somewhere behind the walls of Sable Gate, in some locked room, the Codex lay under cloth, waiting, silent, unperforming, uncooperative.

Not lost.

Not yet.

Just... held.

The way the Dominion holds everything it does not understand: long enough to decide what it can become.

And what must be kept hidden.
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Chapter 3: The First Custodians
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Meridian does not announce itself with beauty.

It announces itself with order.

The road widened. The checkpoints multiplied. The pylons blinked their coded prayers along the horizon. Even the wind sounded different near the Hub, less like weather, more like something being managed.

The carriage rolled through the outer districts where industry does its loud work and people keep their opinions small. Smoke hung in the air in disciplined layers, as if even soot had been instructed where to settle. I watched workers file in lines toward factories, lunch pails swinging in identical arcs. They moved the way people move when their lives are timed by bells.

Across from me, the guard’s gaze stayed politely unfocused. He was not looking at me. He was making sure I knew I could be looked at.

At the first inner gate, another clerk inspected my receipt from Sable Gate and frowned slightly, not in suspicion but in concentration. He was the sort of man who would correct a misplaced comma with the same intensity others reserve for betrayal.

“Declared material,” he murmured.

He handed the receipt back without meeting my eyes. A second stamp was placed on my travel card.

PROVISIONAL: UNDER REVIEW

Meridian doesn’t say welcome. It says tracked.

We passed into the central district. Buildings rose taller, cleaner, whiter. Windows narrowed. The streets were wide enough for parades but empty of spontaneity. Even the market stalls looked curated, as if the city wanted commerce without the mess of human appetite.

At the heart of it all stood the Hub, a massive block of white stone and calibrated geometry, a building that made your body feel like a clerical error.

Above its main doors, carved in letters too large to argue with:

ORDER IS MERCY

I had once believed that. I had needed to. In the Silt District, mercy was never guaranteed. Order was at least predictable.

Now, after Kharon Ridge, the phrase tasted different. Like a hymn sung by people who had never been hungry.

The guards escorted me through the steps and into the cool interior.

Inside, the Hub smelled of polished stone, dried ink, and controlled breath. Corridors curved in ways that disoriented you gently, like a hand on the back guiding you somewhere you didn’t choose.

We walked past doors with plaques:

COUNCIL OF MEASURES

OFFICE OF PUBLIC ASSURANCE

DEPARTMENT OF NARRATIVE CONTINUITY

The last one made my stomach tighten. Not because it was surprising, but because it was honest.

Meridian did not simply govern bodies.

It governed meaning.

We reached a chamber with a single table at the center and tiered seating rising around it like a small amphitheater. It wasn’t a courtroom. It wasn’t a temple.

It was a room designed for decisions that would later be called “necessary.”

The guards left me at the table and took positions at the doors.

Then the custodians entered.

Not guards. Not soldiers. Not even priests in full regalia.

People.

That was the unsettling part: they looked like the kinds of competent adults you might want managing a city in a storm.

First came Veyr, Voice of the King. He wore fine cloth and careful restraint, the kind of man who could deliver a terrible decree and still sound like he was doing you a favor.

Then Sister Nara, Keeper of Doctrine. White collar. Clean hands. Eyes trained to detect ambiguity the way other people detect smoke.

Then General Koss, whose uniform carried no decoration. He did not need symbols. His presence was the symbol.

And finally Rourke Vance, Special Counsel, no uniform, no collar, no crown. Just a plain dark coat and a face that looked sympathetic by default, like a feature he’d learned to wear.

He didn’t sit. He remained standing, slightly behind the others, as if he preferred to operate as the mechanism rather than the figurehead.

The Codex lay on the table between us, wrapped in cloth.

A clerk set a thin folder beside it and withdrew.

Rourke smiled at me as if we were colleagues.

“Cartographer Rell,” Veyr said. “Thank you for your cooperation.”

Sister Nara nodded. General Koss watched. Rourke’s smile stayed in place.

The words of the three sparks rose in me, not as comfort, but as friction.

Be the witness, not the verdict.

I let that stance settle in my shoulders.

Rourke gestured to the folder. “We’ll keep this brief,” he said. “We’re here to determine how to proceed.”

Proceed. As if the Codex were already a project.

Veyr opened the folder and skimmed. Sister Nara’s gaze remained on the cloth-wrapped slab. General Koss’s gaze remained on me.

Rourke spoke with the mild clarity of someone who believes ambiguity is a public hazard.

“We don’t want a new religion,” he said. “Let’s start there.”

Sister Nara exhaled slightly, relieved to hear her fear voiced.

Veyr nodded, as if agreement itself had been prearranged.

General Koss said nothing, but his stillness implied: religion isn’t the problem; behavior is.

Rourke continued. “We also don’t want a panic. We don’t want cults, splinter groups, opportunists. Anything foreign and compelling becomes... a magnet.”

His gaze flicked to the Codex, then back to me.

“And right now,” he said, “we don’t understand what this is.”

That was the first honest sentence spoken in the room.

It changed the temperature.

For a moment I saw what was underneath their authority: a nervous system trained to prevent disorder. That training had teeth, but it also had a certain logic.

Fear wearing armor.

Rourke placed a hand on the cloth as if calming an animal.

“You found it,” he said. “You accessed it. You declared it. That tells us two things.”

He held up two fingers, teacher-like.

“First: it responds to you more than it responds to us. Second: you’re the only immediate interpretive asset we have.”

Interpretive asset.

In the City of Meridian, even a person becomes a resource.

Sister Nara leaned forward. “You said you don’t know what it is,” she said, voice measured. “Yet you were able to access it, at least some of it.”

“With tools,” I said.

“What tools?”

I hesitated. The seer stones were in my pocket, cold and inert. If I revealed them, the machine would take them too. And then whatever slim chance remained of reacquiring the signal would vanish behind locks.

Rourke noticed the hesitation and softened his voice.

“We’re not confiscating your family heirlooms, Tomas,” he said gently. “We’re trying to understand. Help us.”

He said help as if it were generosity, not conscription.

I looked at the cloth. I thought of the recess in the wreck shaped for the stones. I thought of the star-map foil in my journal sleeve.

If I played this wrong, the Dominion would not only take the Codex. It would take the puzzle pieces that made it legible.

So, I told a truth and kept a truth.

“Old optics,” I said. “A reading aid. They don’t work anymore.”

Sister Nara’s eyes narrowed. “Convenient.”

Rourke’s smile didn’t change, but his attention sharpened. He didn’t need to believe me fully. He needed me to stay in the room.

Veyr cleared his throat. “Then the matter is simple,” he said. “The artifact remains in custody while the Hall of Tongues renders translation.”

Sister Nara nodded. “With doctrinal review.”

General Koss spoke at last. “With behavioral assessment.”

Rourke raised a hand slightly, not disagreement, coordination.

“Exactly,” he said. “But we have a constraint.”

He turned to me, polite, almost apologetic.

“We don’t have time for academic wandering,” he said. “We need a translation that includes impact notes. Risk phrases. Where meaning could be misused.”

Sister Nara said, “Where meaning could corrupt.”

General Koss said, “Where meaning could cause disobedience.”

Veyr said, “Where meaning could fracture the social contract.”

Different languages, same desire.

Rourke set a document on the table and slid it toward me.

I read the header:

TRANSLATION SCOPE AND REVIEW PROTOCOL

WORK PRODUCT SUBJECT TO REVIEW

A contract.

Not a threat.

A harness.

In the Silt District, my father would have called it opportunity. In Meridian, opportunity and captivity often share a spine.

“You translate,” Rourke said. “We review. We decide how to communicate it responsibly. That’s the arrangement.”

“And if I refuse?” I asked.

No drama. Just a question.

Veyr answered first. “Then we will assign another translator.”

Sister Nara added, “And restrict access until the translation can be verified.”

General Koss said, flatly, “And treat it as a security risk.”

Rourke’s voice remained calm. “We’d prefer not to do that. We’d prefer cooperation.”

He said prefer, the way a man says prefer when he has already prepared the alternative.

I looked at the contract.

My old impulse rose immediately: comply, stay safe, keep access. Make yourself useful. Make your name clean.

Then, beneath that reflex, another impulse rose, the new one, quieter:

If the Codex becomes the Dominion’s property in meaning as well as in object, the three sparks will be domesticated into “order.”

And I had seen what that does to children’s laughter.

Be the witness who sees what is, not the verdict.

I let the fear be present. I let the desire for approval be present. I watched both.

Then I spoke with more honesty than strategy.

“I want to translate it faithfully if I can,” I said.

Rourke nodded. “Of course.”

Sister Nara’s eyes hardened. “Faithful to what? A foreign artifact?”

“Faithful to the text,” I said. “Not to doctrine. Not to policy.”

A small silence.

In that silence, Rourke studied me the way you study a crack forming in a wall.

He didn’t look angry. He looked... thoughtful. As if recalibrating.

“Faithful translation is fine,” he said. “We can debate interpretations afterward.”
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