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    Dedication

To the memories we were told to erase, and to the courage it takes to look unflinchingly into our own reflection.

      

    



  	
        
            
            Epigraphs

"Memory had become just another system, meticulously groomed until only the desired version remained."

"If the past is a river, then the present is its dam. Break the dam, and everything is washed away."
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I. The First Glitch
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Marrow Trask’s vision quivered again—so slight and fleeting it could’ve passed for the flicker of a moth’s wing against glass. The disturbance rippled through the thin fabric of reality like a whispered thread pulling at a tapestry’s weave, just enough to make the world catch its breath. For a moment, the city’s constant hum—the endless drone of power lines, data channels, and the synchronized pulse of a million neural implants—went still. It dimmed to a long, low sigh, something mournful, like the bones of Druathane itself groaning beneath the weight of its own machinery. Then, without warning, the noise snapped back, louder, more insistent—like the city was trying to bury the memory of what had just happened beneath its own noise.

The streets—those narrow steel veins and glass arteries Marrow had walked for years—suddenly felt unfamiliar. Everything looked slightly off, as though the geometry had flexed. On the mirrored surface of the Umbral Spire, a faint seam appeared—so thin it was almost invisible, curling like a line of stress in cracked ice. It wasn’t a physical fracture you could touch. It was something else—a break in the logic and light that gave the illusion of stability to this world made of code and current. A sliver of nothingness, a shadow threatening to split that flawless veneer apart.

From that fault line, a memory—or what looked like one—flared to life. It had no right to exist. A child’s face, flushed and beaming in the heat of a summer market. Stalls crowded with color and smell—spices, silks, the chatter of vendors—things long erased. The scent that shouldn’t be here at all, a strange fusion of ozone and cumin, electric and organic. It was like the city itself was trying to recall something it was never meant to remember.

And then it vanished. The laughter, the brightness—all of it dissolved like data corrupted mid-render. Marrow reached for the wall beside him, trying to find something solid, but he touched only air —a faint, cold draft. Still, the echo of that child’s giggle clung to his ears, repeating in the hollow recesses of his mind.

“Not again,” he muttered—more to himself than to the city towering above. His voice was lost in the soft rumble of the power grid, but the words carried every ounce of weariness he felt. This wasn’t the first glitch, far from it. Each recurrence carved another layer off the Spire’s carefully maintained perfection, peeling it down toward whatever core truth it was trying so hard to hide.

To most of Druathane’s residents, this would have been a blip—nothing to worry about. A short circuit in the city’s neural architecture, easily blamed on data congestion or a flickering holo-net broadcast. A moment of digital static. They would blink it away, adjust their implants, and continue on. The system was made to fix itself; that was its first promise. No error left unsmoothed. No memory unedited. Children would laugh about the “funny shadow” and go back to their game feeds. Commuters would miss a step, tap their wrist nodes, and move on—none of them realizing a slice of their memory had just been rewritten.

But Marrow knew better. He’d spent most of his life digging through the city’s forgotten layers—recording, archiving, restoring what the Spire’s curators tried to bury. He understood that the past didn’t simply fade away; it was erased. Intentionally. History was a living thing. You could prune it, suffocate it, or feed it until it grew into something new—and someone had been doing precisely that, subtly rewriting the foundation of Druathane’s story. Memory had become just another system, meticulously groomed until only the desired version remained. And now, perhaps for the first time in years, that system was stuttering.

He turned into an alley narrow enough to feel deliberate, the kind of slit between buildings that looked like a scar—purposely hidden but impossible to heal. The walls, slick with condensation, shimmered faintly with reflected neon. A dull hum seeped through the concrete from the heart of the Spire nearby. The air had a strange metallic taste. Sometimes, if he tilted his head just right, he could feel faint pulses beneath his feet, as if the city were testing him, waiting to see if he noticed. The flickering lights overhead pulsed in almost rhythmic whispers, seeming to murmur, watch closer. Each glint was a quiet provocation.

From the inner pocket of his coat, Marrow drew out a small, rectangular device—matte-black, unmarked, the size of a handspan. It was old, absurdly so, a physical tablet from a time before neural uplinks, before direct mind-interfaces. He’d held onto it since his years at the Central Repository, one of the few tools that still allowed him to manually access the city’s deeper archives without broadcasting his activity. The device powered on beneath his touch, the surface trembling slightly, as though it too could sense the disturbance running through the air.

Marrow’s thumb swept across the glowing interface, his motions precise, purposeful. Lines of fractured data spilled across the screen in a flurry of chaotic geometry—light patterns and timestamps and half-corrupted sensory logs bleeding into one another. Snippets of ancient surveillance, fragments of sights long overwritten, flickering text strings from voices frozen in old archives. Each bit of data was fragmented and half-erased until it looked more like a dream than a record.

Then a new line appeared—small, slanted letters that wavered like they couldn’t decide whether to exist or not:

A moment lost is a truth stolen. Beware the fade; it is the first herald of collapse.

He read it twice. Three times. The words etched themselves into his mind as if scratched in by a whisper. It didn’t feel like a random system message. It had rhythm, almost verse, and yet the tone was unmistakably a warning. Was it something he’d written and forgotten? Or an old archivist’s note left buried deep in the data field? Or maybe... was it the city itself speaking directly to him? The last thought lingered too long for comfort.

A sudden metallic clang rang down the narrow corridor, sharp and deliberate. Heavy footsteps followed, deliberate and dangerously even. Marrow spun around, tablet half-raised like a defensive blade. The light from it sliced the dark, catching the edge of something—or someone—dissolving at the far end of the alley. A tall figure, hood drawn, implants glinting in faint arcs under the street glare. It hesitated for a heartbeat, then melted back into the dark, leaving nothing but a trembling ripple in the mist.

He held his breath. An insurgent? A watcher? Perhaps an agent of Verrin Malcrye—the city’s ever-present Overseer, whose influence threaded through Druathane’s mindscape like a hidden infection. It didn’t really matter. In a town this controlled, nobody was truly neutral. Surveillance was in the air. Loyalty and rebellion had both been rewritten as forms of data compliance. Memory itself was now a weapon—wielded by anyone who could manipulate it. And Marrow was standing directly in the line of fire.

The tablet chimed. A soft, almost mournful tone. Another corrupted file had surfaced, one that spanned decades' worth of archived civic data. Event of Ravelglass, the header read. He froze at the name. It was one of those entries that didn’t officially exist—a deleted incident, a phantom reference he’d only ever caught in old checksum discrepancies. The Ravelglass Event had supposedly been catastrophic, so damaging that every trace of it had been purged from all public networks. And yet here it was, pulsing to life again.

He opened it carefully, each swipe revealing more decay. Amid the chaos of missing data, one name stood out: Solmurmur. Supposedly an ancient symbol, a myth about a flame burning deep under the Spire, keeping the city’s heart alive. Most dismissed it as folklore—a bedtime story for children about why the night never truly fell over Druathane. But the fragments in the file hinted that it might have been real. Sketches—distorted, half-destroyed—showed a molten core pulsing under layers of reinforced stone. Schematics of containment rings, security seals, and power conduits—all with entire sections ripped out. Someone had erased the details for a reason.

Marrow’s pulse quickened. The images painted a dangerous picture: a buried engine of light beneath the Umbral Spire, a power source more potent than anything the lattice could sustain. If the Solmurmur still existed, if that old energy ever bled through again—it could rip the entire city apart.

He exhaled through his teeth, tasting ionized air. The alley felt smaller now. The walls seemed to press closer, folding inward as though the architecture itself wanted to hide the truth from him. Somewhere beyond this maze, hidden behind layers of false passages and dead hallways, lay the next step—the Spire’s real underbelly.

He turned from the street’s mouth and began walking deeper, past scattered puddles catching reflections of the world above. His steps echoed softly, steady as a metronome. Each sound reminded him that the city was built from layers of code and illusion, each pulse dependent on the continued stability of an artificial heartbeat. Yet underneath the weight of that awareness, he felt strangely calm. The first glitch was more than an error. It was proof of something long whispered: that Druathane’s perfection was an act, and that someone—or something—had decided to peel away its façade.

Deeper he went, following the rhythm of the glowing gridlines running along the pavement. The neon veins of the metropolis pulsed in sync with his heartbeat, each sign and pathway flickering like circuitry in a vast, living organism. Above him, giant screens blared ads bright enough to make the rain glow—food grown in tanks, memories for sale at discounted rates. And beneath it all, the city hummed—a mechanical prayer to keep itself alive.

The lower he descended, the colder the air became, charged with static that lifted the fine hairs on his arms. He passed a mirrored wall that didn’t reflect him. Instead, he displayed a ghostly vision of Druathane a century ago: the old trolleys, the open markets, the humanity of it all. Faces blurred by the interference of time. It was like walking through the echo of the city’s own soul.

Marrow kept his mind focused. He replayed the images again—the laughing child, the erased file, the whispered warning. He turned over the fragments like puzzle pieces: the Event of Ravelglass, the Solmurmur, the name Verrin Malcrye, whose shadow reached into every decision the city made. His old mentor’s voice came back to him: “If the past is a river, then the present is its dam. Break the dam, and everything is washed away.” He could almost hear the rush of it now—the flood coming.

The alley narrowed into a steel stairwell leading down into the Spire’s underside. He moved slowly, boots clicking against the rungs. Down here, the walls vibrated with energy, the constant hum of conduits churning data and heat. Glyphs were etched along the surfaces—symbols from the city’s earliest code. Few still knew how to read them, but Marrow had spent years studying their structure. They hummed softly when he passed, reacting faintly to the signal emanating from his tablet.

At last, the stairway opened into a cavernous maintenance chamber. The light here wasn’t artificial; it pulsed directly from the core itself—an amber glow that beat like the slow pulse of a heart. In the center stood a vast column of dark alloy, smooth and seamless, vibrating with a frequency that seemed to resonate in his bones. The Solmurmur. Or at least, something tied to it. Not a flame, as the legends claimed, but a pure strand of plasma energy—a living conduit, long buried, still breathing beneath the Spire’s manicured surface.

The tablet in his pocket gave a sustained tone—almost like a desperate warning. The display burst awake, flooding his vision with red-framed symbols: Protocol: Containment Breach – SOLMURMUR. Nearly every section was redacted, erased into silence. But the sections that remained were enough to make his stomach tighten. The Solmurmur wasn’t just a power reserve—it was Druathane’s final safety net. If the city’s memory lattice were ever destabilized, the Solmurmur would awaken to stabilize it. But in doing so, it could just as easily destroy the lattice entirely, causing raw energy to flood back through the system faster than it can sustain. In simple terms: if the mind of the city fell, the body would burn with it.

Marrow realized then that tonight’s glitch hadn’t been random. It was deliberate—a spark sent to warn him, or maybe to start something unstoppable. The fade wasn’t just a malfunction. It was a sign that the containment locks around the Solmurmur were beginning to fail.

He slid the tablet back into his coat, lips pressed in a thin line. It all connected now: the disappearing memories, the shadow in the alley, Verrin’s digital eyes watching from every corner. The first glitch had exposed a fault line cutting straight through the city’s history, and he was standing right at the fracture’s edge.

He took one long look at the glowing conduit before him—the hidden heart of Druathane, pulsing like a star trapped underground—and then turned toward the service tunnels winding deeper below. The air here felt heavier, tinged with ozone and dust. Down there was the truth, or perhaps, the end of every truth left to find. He straightened his shoulders and started walking.

His footsteps fell in rhythm with the city’s pulse—steady, human, defiant—and though the walls trembled around him, Marrow Trask didn’t look back.
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II. The Unread File 
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The vast archives that spread beneath the shining towers of Druithane felt like an entirely different world from the neon-drenched streets above. Up top, the city pulsed with energy—holo-ads flickered like restless fireflies in an endless twilight, crowds moved in waves of chatter and laughter, and hover-cars painted lines of light across the sky. But deep below, where the grates were thick with centuries of rust and forgotten dust, the rhythm slowed to something colder, quieter—almost sacred.

The lower vaults breathed out a chill that seemed baked into the stone itself, a kind of ancestral cold left behind by the city’s first builders. The air shimmered faintly with metallic mist, catching the dim emergency lights like the ghosts of old data streams. Every breath carried the scent of history: dry dust from abandoned files, the faint tang of ozone from dead conduits, and that strange, impossible trace of memory itself—something bittersweet, like the echo of a story that had been forced to vanish. The walls seemed to hum with it, as if they wanted to speak again but had been silenced for too long.

Marrow’s boots hit the iron stairs with sharp metallic clanks that echoed briefly before being swallowed by the darkness. Each impact reminded him—he was alive, here, in a place where time barely remembered how to move. He descended with the confidence of someone who’d spent too many nights underground and not enough under open sky. Around him, rusted pipes wound through the walls, passing faded warning signs—“Data Core – Decommissioned 2147,” “Restricted Access – Level 9.” Above him the city never stopped humming: the endless flow of hover-cars, the quiet drone of the central grid, the collective murmur of millions living their lives without any idea of the decay beneath them. Was that hum ignorance—or complicity? Either way, it covered up the truth: that history itself was being rewritten below their feet, one erased file at a time.

At the lowest depth, where the steel corridors widened into a concrete vault, an ancient terminal waited like a sleeping relic. The chrome casing, pitted with age, flickered with the tired glow of a heartbeat that refused to die. Blue light sputtered across the cracked floor, syncing to the faint wheeze of its cooling fans. To anyone else, it might seem worthless. But Marrow knew better—this terminal wasn’t just old; it was forbidden. The files sealed in its core had been intentionally erased from every legal record and layered in bureaucratic silence. Only someone stubborn—or foolhardy—enough to dig through centuries of censorship might breathe life back into them.

He hesitated for a second, his gloved hand hovering above the slick, cold keys. The surface was sticky from neglect, condensation seeping through the cracks of the casing. Beneath his fingers, he felt the faint hum of power—like the dying pulse of something refusing to let go. The file he sought didn’t technically exist. On official logs, it was a blank—no name, no identifier, a strange void carved into the city’s timeline. That absence was louder than any entry, like a scar woven into the archives. Someone had made sure history skipped that moment entirely.

A line of text blinked faintly on the screen, half-erased, half-alive:  

“Truth hidden isn’t truth lost—it’s a wound waiting to reopen.”

The message flickered, like the system itself was repeating an old warning. Marrow remembered ignoring that exact phrase once before. He’d been younger, more trusting, still believing the city could be reasoned with. That mistake had nearly cost him his life. The memory came back too easily: the Lower Dockyards, the data spike that fried half his neural implants, the agonizing hum that still haunted his right eye when the light was dim. He could still feel the sting of ozone in his nostrils from that night. Ignoring the warning then had burned him. He wouldn’t do it again.

With a shuddering whine, the machine sprang back to life. Lines of code rolled down the screen like a storm—symbols folding and refolding in endless, intricate streams of language and encryption. At first, it was gibberish, nothing but noise. Then, hidden among the chaos, a familiar date appeared. A timestamp. His breath caught in his throat—it marked the night of the Event of Ravelglass. The shock of this discovery was palpable, sending a chill down Marrow's spine.

A chill spread through him, not from cold but from recognition. Everyone had heard whispers about that night. In the oldest corners of the Central Library, archivists still murmured stories about it over mugs of weak coffee. A night when entire sections of Druithane went dark—power gone, sky turned a deep purple bruise—and then, as suddenly as it started, everything returned to normal. Officially, it was recorded as a “minor grid fluctuation.” Everyone knew better. No one talked about it.  

Now, here it was. Proof.

The file opened like a wound. Fragments of encrypted testimony flickered into view. Data logs blinked with anomalies: electromagnetic spikes, strange bursts of bioluminescence, even breaks in recorded time. Hidden deep among those layers of corrupted information was a single ominous tag in the metadata:  

Malcrie Directive – classified beyond comprehension

The words pulsed on the screen, each syllable hitting like a nail through glass. The Malcrie. Even just reading the name made his chest tighten. No one really knew what they were. Some said they were an intelligence directorate buried under ten levels of government. Others called them the architects of collective forgetting. On encrypted networks, people whispered that the Malcrye controlled selective memory protocols. This kind could rewrite your past while you slept. Entire research teams had disappeared while tracing their activity. And now their mark was sitting right in front of him, stamped across the Event of Ravelglass like a signature burned into history.
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