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    Dedication 

To the forgotten ones. May their names find the light.

      

    



  	
        
            
            Epigraphs 

"When the sun forgets its name, a city lives in shadow." — Ancient Druithane Proverb

 "Memory is not a museum. It is a story we tell ourselves, over and over, until we believe it." — Verrin Malcrye, Minister of Memory Assurance
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I. The First Glitch  
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The Black Rain  

The sky had bled into its familiar shade of iron-gray ash, a color so unrelenting that the children of Druithane no longer knew where night ended and day began. It pressed down heavily on the city, like a lid keeping everything muffled—muting even the clank of gears and the steady hum of the factory stacks that loomed like skeletal black towers above the cobblestones. The drizzle that coated the narrow alleys wasn’t rain anymore, not really. It was soot, trickling down in greasy layers, seeping into stone, cloaking windows, turning every surface slick and foul. Where the lanterns still burned, their weak light caught in the grime and turned into a jaundiced amber glow, everything oily and sickly.

Marrow Trakek drew his trench coat tighter around himself. The collar was frayed smooth from years of wear, the fabric heavy, practical, thick enough to keep the soot from sinking directly into his skin. To anyone else, it may have smelled like oil and rust—rot left too long near a furnace—but to him, the stench was no more foreign than his own breath. He’d lived with it too long. The coat was more than clothing; it was a memory stitched into fabric, a reminder of countless nights walking these streets, as if cataloging their ruin, listening to the wheeze of the furnaces like lungs inhaling and exhaling the last breath of a dying world.

He had been wandering the Ashcoil District for what felt both like an hour and a lifetime. The way the oily rain slid across the cobbles felt endless, each drop dragging a fleeting trail that disappeared as soon as it arrived. Lamps sputtered dimly along the avenue, their glass blackened until nothing but that smudged, diseased light could pass through. The air itself puckered in his throat—metallic, bitter, gritty—every swallow scraping like sandpaper.

Behind him, the alleys wound like veins through some collapsed beast. Walls bowed inward, plaster flaking, posters—faded proclamations once bold with color—hung in tatters, their words erased by grime. A sewer grate wheezed smoke into the air, curling upwards only to vanish into the gray ceiling of the city. From far off, the ring of a forge carried a rhythmic, metallic pounding, so steady it almost felt like the pulsing of a massive, unseen heart.

Near one twisted iron lamppost, he stopped without knowing why. The thing stood alone, wasted by decades of soot-winds, its globe cracked, giving off a thin, exhausted shimmer. Still, that faint light carved a weak halo in the dark—the outline of the street catching, cobblestones flickering like puzzle pieces tossed aside, a jigsaw uncared for.

Something inside him quickened. In that lonely circle of light, a name surfaced—his own—but it escaped as quickly as boiling steam left too long untended. “Trask.” A single syllable. Familiar but wrong. It echoed in his chest, felt like it should anchor him, yet slipped thin into the night air. He saw the letters in his mind, sharp as iron lines: T-R-A-S-K. Then, shifting—bending, distorting—like handwriting melting into something else, something half-remembered from a buried life.

Marrow Trask. Archivist once. The thought pressed like a stone in his palm. That title—Archivist—flared up in his memory with surprising weight. The archives were, or had been, a sanctuary of order in all this industrial collapse. He remembered towering shelves, codices, scrolls: documents written to preserve the city’s collective heartbeat, treaties, inventions, dynasties. He’d been guardian of all of it, the keeper of Druithane’s fragile memory.  

The scents assaulted him—the spice of old parchment, the soft sound of pages brushed open, the clank of those heavy iron doors when locked for the night. Then came the memory of intrusion, when the alarms shrieked not for water but for fire and soot. He remembered black smoke pouring, flames clawing at the shelves, the shrieks of other archivists scrambling and lunging to save what couldn’t be saved. His voice had cut against the roar then, commanding them to flee, to leave the ashes behind. He had escaped. The archives hadn’t. Knowledge gone in an evening, turned to powder. People forget quickly. The loss was too colossal, and they were too weary to mourn it. Soon, even the name Archivist meant nothing—just a relic clinging to him like soot in the folds of his coat.

Now, by this twisted lamppost, the name balanced like a fragile flame. He whispered into the dark: “Or was it...?” The sound hung, sharp and thin. He asked himself—spoke aloud as if iron might answer—who had given him the name? A shudder fractured memory, glass cracking into a thousand reflections.  

He saw a boy, himself, in candlelit library halls, bent over maps of unseen tunnels threading below Druithane like forgotten arteries. In another flash, himself older, watching storm-soot rain from a balcony, coat flapping, searching horizons for unnamable things. Once more, a glimpse of a woman—hair like burnished steel, eyes both hollow yet burning bright. No name surfaced, but her presence pressed heavily, as if she were handing him a token. Some metallic glint he almost felt in his fingertips. He reached—and the vision was gone, leaving a dull ache.

A tide of nausea swelled, the feeling of sand stripped raw by the ocean’s retreat. He grabbed the lamppost, the cold bite of rust staining his palm. Around, the city pressed in; rain, smoke, hum—a cacophony—yet one heartbeat-like tapping persisted in his mind. Tick. Tick. A metronome to his confusion.

He remembered the day they'd named him Archivist, the modest ceremony in those vaulted halls. How the mayor, or what passed for one, fixed a silver falcon pin upon his chest. The falcon, meant for vision, for knowledge, soaring above the world to map its currents. He had believed in it then—that he could protect memory against oblivion. But Druithane had not wanted to remember. The ash had choked hope. Children caked with soot splashed gutters, marketplaces dwindled to skeletal stalls selling coal, metal scraps, whatever junk remained. Ashcoil was now just the name, nothing else.

Marrow turned these shards of what he’d been like broken glass on his tongue, trying to make them whole. Was “Trask” real, or wasn’t it? He could practically feel the iron letters cold in his hands, tied not just to him but to the streets themselves. He wondered if identity rode in names, or in remembering.

A gust rattled soot loose from the lamppost, swirling ash at his boots into a twisting dance. For one stolen instant, he saw light break amber gold through it, sharp and pure, like a buried spark the city itself wanted to pull back to the surface. Instinct pulled air into his lungs; it burned harshly but woke something. Memories crowded him like whispers, unstrung but insistent.  

“What are you?” he croaked—not only at the district but maybe at himself. His father’s words, faint childhood words, returned unbidden: Knowledge is fire. Guard it, or it consumes. And hadn’t the city, with its endless furnaces, proved that cruel? Fires everywhere, knowledge reduced to soot. Maybe he was the smothered ember.

The rhythm of soot-rain grew louder, percussion thudding endlessly across stone. His heart fell right into rhythm, hammering as though city and body kept time together. For a moment, he eased from the coat’s weight, straightening shoulders, eyes closed—straining to hear below the clamor. And there it was: furnace hum, the sound beneath all things here.

Maybe, he thought, names were stepping stones. Trask once, Archivist once, and now something shifting—Watcher, or Remnant, or simply a man who held fragments. That thought clicked just as the lamppost’s filament sputtered and died, collapsing the circle of light into black. Lightning split far off, opening for seconds the wider silhouette: broken towers, rooftops capped crust-black, sprawling industry unfurling endlessly.

His own reflection stared back from oily water pooled between cobbles—face gaunt, hollow eyes, the look of someone eroded by living in this sootscape. He reached toward himself, fingers striking only empty air. But the reach mattered—it was reaching to claim something again. “Marrow,” he whispered. And the name vibrated, weaving through rain, stone, steel.

In that flicker of recognition, the knot began to slacken. “Trask” turned less cage-like, more thread woven into a tapestry. He knew the archives weren’t gone, not truly. The soot itself was inscription, the rain the ink, the city endlessly writing itself onto bodies and bricks. Humans breathing and trudging the streets were the living library still.

The storm slowed, soot falling finer, until it was a soft mist on the stones. Wind gentled, like the city itself exhaled after long strain. A quiet settled over him, that odd peace you feel after stepping out of a storm. He cinched his coat again—not for the weather, but as a gesture of role. He stepped out from a lamppost, boots clattering rhythmically, the beat of the city itself. Still Archivist, but changed—keeper not of codices, but lives witnessed.

As he walked, memory shards continued shifting, never settling yet somehow coalescing into meaning. Being an Archivist was motion, process—constantly changing. Passing once more by the extinguished lamppost, he pressed a hand against its iron base. He felt not just vibrations but stories within the reverberation: endurance, all the countless breaths and steps of people who, somehow, refused to quit.

“Trask,” he spoke again—different this time. Affirmation, not doubt. A bridge between what he’d been and who he was becoming.

The skyline shifted into his eye. Somewhere in shadow, he glimpsed the outline of something not ruin, not factory, but strangely elegant. A symbol, maybe, of what could be built again. Marrow steadied his breath. He felt the weight of Druithane’s constant memory threads settle inside him, recognized identity not as a fixed title, but a mosaic—every scrap belonging.

And so he went forward beneath skies softening slightly, no destiny sure, but with resolve clear. Archivist wasn’t lost. It survived each step through soot, each whisper of rain licking cobbles. His name—Marrow, Trask, Archivist—stood now as his compass. As long as eyes looked, ears listened, and hands remembered, the city’s story could never vanish entirely.

The faint lamps in the distance were dim, brittle sparks against massive dark, yet enough to walk by. And Marrow moved with them, the echo of his name rippling softly through Druithane’s ash-filled labyrinth—proof that even here, amidst iron ash, there still lingered a pulse, still a story, still the chance to claim one’s name again.

🦅  

The Notebook  

He reached into the inside pocket of his coat, the one that had always been his personal vault—the pocket where he kept things that mattered: tickets he couldn’t risk losing, faded receipts, and that thin, leather-bound address book he carried everywhere. The pocket was deep enough that his whole hand seemed to vanish for a moment before he finally touched something solid. When his fingers wrapped around it, he drew it out with a quiet sort of sigh, almost reverent, like he was coaxing something fragile back into the land of the living.  

It was the notebook. Heavy, familiar, its thick pages mottled with ink blots. The leather binding gave off a faint, unsettling whiff of charred paper. Not the acrid sting of fresh flames, but something subtler—a ghost of fire, a remnant salvaged at the very brink of being consumed. The smell clung to him, unshakable, like an old grief that refused to leave, reminding him this book had survived something it shouldn’t have.  

He angled it under the weak, watery glow of a streetlamp, the light bouncing through rain-streaked glass and into the alley where he stood. The most recent entry immediately caught his eye. Despite weeks passing, the ink looked strangely fresh, its edges sharp. On that page, in the margin, a single word sat circled again and again:  

Glitch.  

It stood there like it had been seared into the paper. The circles around it were sloppy, uneven, trembling—as if the hand that made them had faltered, unwilling to keep its lines steady. They overlapped, the ink pressed too hard, bleeding into dark pools. It was a visual stutter, an echo of something that refused to stay neatly confined. A signal that the ordinary rhythm of his notes had fractured.  

The thing was—he didn’t remember writing it.  

That realization chilled him the way a draft does when you feel a window slam shut. He stared at the page, tracing each letter, scanning for the fingerprints of his own attention. He could see his usual signs—the faint thumb smudge near the margin, the tiny skip left when his pen paused—but none of it connected to that one word. Glitch. It looked alive in a way ink shouldn’t, but all the subtle traces that usually followed his entries, the scribbles, the side notes, they weren’t there.  

His mind retraced days like someone rewinding a film whose ending had been cut out. He remembered clear as anything the start of this notebook—pages describing April’s rain, the smell of wet pavement creeping into his flat, a siren moaning in the distance in time with his own heartbeat. This book had been his log, his memory palace. He tracked everything: the time he stepped out of his apartment, his precise walking route through the city, the exact bitterness of the black coffee he swallowed each morning. He wrote about fleeting strangers, passing gestures, even stray cats slipping through alleys, shining wet under the rain.  

Every detail recorded—like an experiment.  

And then, somewhere between an ordinary observation and another entry, that word appeared out of nowhere. Glitch. No memory of choosing it, no recollection of its purpose—as if his own mind had been briefly hijacked. A stray signal slipped in where no signal should have been.  

He turned the page, fingertips brushing the paper, and at the bottom found another cryptic line written in the same familiar script but with a heavier dread behind it:  

“What vanishes is not lost. It waits in shadow.”  

Not an explanation. More like a riddle, sinking deeper than the literal meaning. Each word dropped into him like stones into still water, ripples spreading outward into silence. The phrase didn’t just belong to the notebook anymore. It belonged to the dim alley, to the night itself, as though the glitch wasn’t inside his notes but inside his reality.  

He sagged back against the damp brick, the coarse wall digging through his coat. The rain had softened into mist, but the air was so heavy every breath tasted metallic—like the sharp tang that lingers after a lightning strike. He shut his eyes, letting the muffled city wash over him: cars groaning in the distance, a random honk, hurried footsteps of someone seeking shelter, all of it oddly dulled, as if the world had shifted behind a thin veil.  

When he opened his eyes again, he let them rest on the notebook’s cracked cover. Well-handled, worn smooth by years of holding. There was a folded scrap of paper tucked inside, barely visible at the edge. He pulled it free. In unfamiliar, hurried scrawl, it said:  

“Remember: the line between what is seen and unseen is thinner than you think.”  

He frowned. He couldn’t recall writing it. The ink was messy, smudged, and dried in haste. Was this his handwriting? Was it even his note? Or had the same unknown hand that had written “Glitch” been here as well?  

Naturally, his thoughts went to the very idea of a glitch. In code, in systems, it’s just a fleeting hiccup—something you can’t predict, that disrupts the flow, that sometimes, against intention, exposes hidden pathways. He began seeing himself in those terms: his days as loops, his choices as functions, his habits as algorithms. The notebook is his log file. And now, suddenly, this is an exception—a bug in the code of his life.  

He tried rationalizing it. Maybe he had been overtired. Maybe “Glitch” was a placeholder thought, one of those stray blips the brain throws out when overwhelmed. Perhaps the ominous sentence at the bottom was a fragment he’d read from philosophy, something Nietzsche, something Camus. But the smell—that lingering burn—rooted the whole thing in something more visceral. More real than metaphor. Something had touched his world and left this charred fingerprint.  

He reached again into his coat. Another piece of paper: a folded newspaper. Its headline screamed about a factory fire on the city’s edge. Chemicals, plumes of smoke, chaos. He remembered seeing similar footage on TV—the anchor’s uneasy tone. The black-and-white splash of a photo showed flames clawing at a building. He thought of the smell again, that scorched scent in his notebook. Could there be a connection? Could pages of his journal somehow have brushed against that disaster, carried back to him like a relic? The logic was thin, maybe absurd, but he couldn’t shake the suspicion.  

He tucked the notebook back into his coat, the weight sitting hard against him. The alley no longer felt suffocating—though the uneasiness stayed. A streetlight blinked nearby, briefly flaring, casting the wet cobbles into mirrors. He caught his reflection duplicated in a thousand tiny shards, and a shiver passed through him. In each glimmer, he imagined another self. In one, maybe “Glitch” never appeared. In another, perhaps it was even more urgent—a deliberate warning, a buried confession.  

Enough wandering alleys. He needed to take this back with him, to a place where he could honestly examine it. He pictured his apartment: the steady hum of the radiator, the constant light from his desk lamp, and the peace of silence, except for the night sounds filtering faintly through the glass. That was where he could lay the notebook flat, spread pages under proper light, compare letters carefully, and maybe notice the tiny differences—the angle of a stroke, the weight of a line—that hinted at a mind writing under strange circumstances.  

Pulling his coat tight against himself, he left the alley. The storm had finally passed. Puddles on the street reflected neon buzz and traffic lights. He passed his café—the barista with the practiced smile long since gone—and paused briefly at the laughter of strangers huddled under the awning. Their carefree moment stung him, made him wonder how many lives in this city hid secret glitches of their own. How many notebooks contained unexplainable words and shadows?  

By the time he entered his apartment, the air felt warmer. The familiar squeak of his door reassured him. His desk lamp cast a golden ring of light across the wood, scarred by years of use. He hung his coat on the chair, the notebook slipping onto the desk from its pocket, heavy, still smelling faintly of ash.  

Hands trembling, he opened to the page. He forced himself to reread the word. Glitch. The messy, uneven circles around it seemed more alive under the lamplight, bolder than he remembered. His eyes drifted down—and there again:  

“What vanishes is not lost. It waits in shadow.”  

He read it aloud, his own voice subdued in the silence. The phrase hung in the air like a cloud of smoke. And he found himself thinking: maybe that was precisely the point. Shadows themselves aren’t empty voids—they’re evidence of something else. They’re proof that something stands between. Perhaps this was what his notebook was telling him: what had vanished from his memory wasn’t gone, not really. It lived just out of reach, waiting patiently in the margins of his mind.  

More memories stirred. That story he’d once written late one night about a forgotten city underground. He remembered being enthralled as he typed, yet waking the next morning to find the entire draft gone—vanished without a trace, as though erased. Back then, he brushed it aside as a lapse or mistake. But maybe? Maybe that, too, had been a glitch.  

Page after page, he skimmed backwards. Scrawled notes smeared with water, ink bled into the page. He traced the fibers where the paper had swollen, thinking: Was it metaphor, or the erosion of reality itself? The shadows lingered between each written line. He imagined—absurdly but vividly—a door hidden between pages, slightly open, leading somewhere darker, but not hostile, and somewhere holding everything that had ever vanished.  

Holding the notebook tight against his chest, he thought again of the fire scent. Fire was destruction, yes, but it was also rebirth. Char and ash were just old things transformed into seeds for what was to come next. Perhaps his notebook was undergoing something similar—a personal metamorphosis.  

He set the book down and opened it to a blank page. He stared for a long moment at the smooth expanse of possibility. Then, slowly, he made a deliberate line. Under it, he wrote a phrase he wasn’t sure even belonged to him entirely:  

“Some shadows are not cast by light, but by the absence of memory.”  

He circled the line carefully. Added beneath in sure strokes:  

“If a glitch appears, perhaps it is an invitation—not a mistake.”  

The act of writing settled him. Naming it, shaping it, and transforming it from something ominous into something almost empowering. His thoughts reached back to the scrap of paper—the note about the veil between seen and unseen. Yes, it tied together. The world was layered. Brightness, dimness, shadows, each one brushing the other. A glitch wasn’t just a malfunction. It was a breach, a crossing point.  

He checked the clock: quarter past midnight. Outside, the city was quiet, except for the distant, hushed machines. Streetlamps bent their weak glow into stretching shapes. He stood, stretched, and took a step to the window. Pulling the curtain back a little, he gazed at streets washed clean, puddles reflecting amber light. Each ripple mirrored the uneasy oscillations in his own thoughts.  

His mind circled back to the alley, to the trembling circles around that one word, to the burnt smell. And as he thought about it, he realized—grappling with it, naming it, refusing to let it drift away into forgetting—that was resistance. That was choosing to hold on. This wasn’t simply an anomaly anymore. It was his mystery to keep.  

Back at the desk, he leaned over, added one more line beside the entry, this time in ink of a different color, dark blue:  

“Recorded, observed, considered. No longer lost.”  

The notebook closed softly, leather binding worn but steadfast. He slid it into his coat again, its weight no longer just ominous—now something grounding, almost comforting.  

As he turned off the lamp and folded the scrap of paper into the notebook’s back cover, sealing it with all the other words that now hummed with potential, the room fell into darkness. Only pale city light seeped in.  

He whispered into the quiet, more promise than declaration:  

“The glitch is a guide. The shadow is a keeper. I’ll walk both.”  

And stepping outside again, into the cool air and glistening streets, it felt as though the city itself paused, waiting—holding its breath for the next page he would write.  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


II. The Unread File  


[image: ]




The Archive Vault  

Marrow slipped quietly through the barred gates of the abandoned memory archive, that hulking stone relic sagging beneath its heavy curtain of fog. The Ministry had long since deserted these halls after the catastrophe everyone still called the Event of Ravelglass, yet the little side entrance key—an object he’d carried for years without looking at—still fit. He hadn’t meant to come back here, not really. But the lock yielded with its same tired sigh, as if nothing had changed, as if the Ministry’s rigid bureaucracy, which once choked every breath of his life, still lingered in the iron. Across the threshold, the fog clung to the arches like funeral cloth, muffling sound and turning the cracked cobblestones into winding shadows. The very air felt thick with memory, humming softly, as though it refused to let go of all it had once contained.  

Inside, dust reigned supreme. The air was saturated with the smell of paper—damp, sour, almost fungal—pressing against his lungs with every breath. The high, vaulted ceiling, once painted that sterile official blue reserved for government buildings, had long since surrendered to mildew, flakes peeling downward with patience. Rows of filing cabinets lined the vast hall like soldiers left to rust in place, iron doors corroded, their hinges complaining at the slightest motion. Each drawer was sealed in a smear of dull gray paint, stamped with the Ministry’s emblem: a sightless raven. The symbol, harsh against fading surfaces, reminded him forcefully that the Ministry hadn’t simply vanished. Even in decay, its gaze lingered—blind, bureaucratically ominous—accusation and invitation all at once.  

His boots, once polished to pristine shine in his clerk days, now left cloudy prints that trailed behind him, faint against the film of years. The echo of each step carried like a warning through the cavernous tomb of memory. Even the abandoned ventilation system seemed alive, letting out weary sighs and creaks as drafts worried the lingering fog through cracked windows. Dirty light trickled in through grime-coated glass in uneven shafts, picking out strange little islands across the dust: a forgotten photograph of a smiling official cracked down the middle, a plaque snapped in half that once declared the Ministry’s chilling motto, Order through Oblivion, and a rusted archivist’s badge that barely clung to worth.  

The memories rose in him unbidden. The Event of Ravelglass—how vividly he still pictured it. The day the towers of the Ministry themselves turned crystalline, shattering into a rain of mirrored fragments. The sky fractured overhead like a glass lens cracking, and with that fracture, truth itself seemed to split. Reality broke into so many layered possibilities that no one could hold onto what was real anymore. The Ministry’s response was pure desperation dressed as authority: it sealed away its most volatile records, forcing people to surrender their recollections, commit them to ink, and lock them away. In those surreal days, young Marrow had been tasked with filing those very memories, his own trembling hands sliding dossiers into those drawers, stamping the raven, closing the secrets into metal coffins.  

The archive, back then, felt like a sanctuary to him. A prison of truth, yes, but a place of quiet order where chaos couldn’t disturb him. Still, the Ministry’s fear hardened overnight. Doors were bolted, locks seized, staff either dismissed or—if rumors he’d overheard in shadowed alleys proved true—reprogrammed altogether. That night, he fled, one key clenched tight in his palm: a silvered thing with an uncanny glow, as if it held memory within its metal. He’d never let it go, though years passed before he dared return.  

Now standing again in the archive’s aisle, he scanned the run of raven-painted closures. Every seal was a wound bandaged in lifeless gray, an imposed amnesia—some faintly scarred by erased names, once identities of watchful souls, others scrubbed clean as though nothing had ever existed at all. The fog pooled in heavier density toward the far end, curling over the cabinets in a dense, secretive veil. There it caught: his key flashing faint light across one oddity.  

At the end of the aisle was one drawer unlike the rest. Bare, unpainted, almost bold in its refusal. Its frame bore naked oak, damp with age but still resisting the suffocation of gray. The lock was brass, unadorned—no raven, no sigil—mockingly simple against the scale of the room. Dust tried to bury the edges but couldn’t hide them. His heart, usually steady with a life’s worth of clerical pacing, pounded recklessly, rattling ribs and memory alike. He crouched, the flagstones biting cold into his knees, and drew the silver key. It caught a crooked streak of light, shimmered strangely, as if resonating with shards of Ravelglass itself. When he slipped it into the brass, the tumblers yielded with delicate agreement, the soft, almost tender click resounding like a miracle in the bleak hush.  

The drawer stirred awake. Metal groaned through the rows; the sound traveled like a breath through lungs that hadn’t worked in years. As it opened, Marrow’s breath stuttered. There, in its hollow, lay a single book. A worn, leather-bound thing, intact, weighty with secrecy. Burned on the cover was a design he’d only brushed against in whispered rumors—the sigil of the Department of Unseen Histories: a spiral cradling an eye. Even among the Ministry’s sprawling divisions, that department had barely been spoken of. He opened the heavy pages; they absorbed dim light greedily. Ink filled each one in deliberate hand, letters neat but dense, shimmering faint where glass-memory clung to them in half-seen iridescence.  

He brushed a symbol on the leather, faint and pressed shallow from long ago: a circle with one centered point. Older archivists in the underground had whispered that such marks were placed on sensitive files, indicating whether they were to be destroyed or buried, depending on who won the argument that day. They’d called it the One-Point Mark, and it signaled the cruelest aspects of the Ministry’s logic: decide what humanity may know, and erase the rest.  

On the first page, a name: Eira Voss. Below it are dates, places, and startling detail. Her work had been with a device called the Lumen Prism, constructed to bend the Event’s shards, using them to see slivers of multiple timelines at once. According to these notes, the Prism wasn’t pure science, but power—crafted to predict rebellion, foresee dissent, squash unrest before it breathed life. But the testimony soon turned panicked, documenting how the Prism backfired, unspooling into wild temporal feedback. That cascade had been the Event itself, the Ravelglass fracture. The entire reality had cracked due to the Ministry’s attempt to manipulate time. At the bottom of the page was a tight, final warning: If this is found, the Prism must be destroyed and never built again. The world cannot endure another Ravelglass.  

He flipped deeper through the book, drawn by its terrible rhythm. Diagrams of the Prism appeared, so intricate they seemed to hum off the page. Witness accounts followed: handwriting that shook, words smudged by tears, describing skies that leaked their colors, people hearing voices not their own. Ministry agents were called in to cage these aberrations as fast as they sprang loose. He read about a hidden faction—the Quietus—those inside the Ministry convinced that order could only be protected if memory itself was purged endlessly, even the memory of purging itself.  

And Marrow understood suddenly what it all meant. The Ministry’s story had been a lie crafted for survival. The Event hadn’t struck from the outside, as they always claimed. The Ministry had caused it. Their archives were never protected; they were a cover-up. And this drawer, sealed outside their system, meant some brave soul had defied the order to forget, choosing instead to leave behind a candle in the dark.  

The heavy chill closed in around him, pressing invisible weight onto his chest as he read. But along with fear, something defiant sparked: the sense that knowledge itself—truth, however fractured—might one day stave off disaster. He closed the volume slowly, holding it against his palm. The raven’s oppressive blindness around the room watched silently, but the book’s quiet presence pushed back.  

He placed it carefully back into its drawer, reseating it so gently it could’ve been ritual. The silver key twitched warm, thrumming as he turned it, sealing the book shut once again. The click was deep, a closure that might never release—yet it carried under its tone a faint whisper of promise.  

As he stepped back, he studied the lone drawer left unpainted. Those endless gray seals tried to suffocate truth in sameness, yet at the far edge of the hall, one case still shone, stubborn enough to remember. His boots raised little clouds as he strode toward the gate, and in that stirring dust he almost imagined voices—a soft gratitude, old as human memory itself.  

Exiting into the fog, he found the outside air newly lightened, cleaner somehow. The mist parted to give him a shy glimpse of a violet sky, washed in fading Ravelglass shimmer. Turning back, the archive loomed like a companion—a place scarred but still containing some beating truth. He touched the silver key, felt its heat at his side. Behind him, those blank raven symbols remained silent, yet silence suddenly seemed less absolute. Somewhere distant, the city hummed faintly with stories, whispers spoken in houses, tales that kept memory alive no matter who tried to smother them.  

Walking toward that hum, he carried the secret now—not just in a book, but in himself. He knew danger awaited. The Ministry was not gone, and its black-eyed raven reached far. But the secret he’d uncovered gave him a direction, no longer a clerk bound to monotony but a man guided by memory, by resistance, by rhythm of truth’s pulse.  

Step by step, the fog lifted, colors crept through, and the weight he carried settled as something new—not burden, but beacon. The archive that once sealed memories shut now acted like a compass in his hand. And as he passed from view into the mist-strung streets, the building seemed to exhale behind him, whispering into the fog its single, ancient command: Remember.  

🦅  

The File that Shouldn’t Exist  

The file carried faint, faded letters: RAVELGLASS.  

The name hit him like a fist to the chest. His pulse dropped, heavy and uneven, thudding in a way that felt loud in the silence of the archive. The vast stone ceiling seemed to lean in, as if the room itself were trying to catch his every beat. He’d been told the word was nothing—just a codename, forgotten in a sea of rumors and half-redacted files. But when his eyes caught the ink, worn thin but undeniably there, something about it clung to his tongue like metal, bitter and insistent. Ravelglass. It sounded like a name, a spell, and a warning rolled into one breath.  

He set the damp, fragile folder onto the old iron table. The table, scarred from rushed hands and careless spills, had that permanent smell of rust and coffee long since dried. He opened the cover. The paper inside wasn’t just dead matter—it felt... alive. The faint rasp of vellum against itself was somehow ear-splitting in the library’s stillness. The room’s air grew colder by a hair, and a smell like fresh thunder—ozone and storm-soaked air—rose faintly from the yellowed sheets, as though they had been stored somewhere storms were broken down and pressed into bottles.  

The pages were strange, not like anything he’d catalogued before. Each one is a fractured landscape of ink and blank, broken by swaths of text clawed away in thick, looping black strokes. They weren’t random censor lines either—the pattern curved in spirals, crescents, even broken circles, shapes that almost seemed to breathe when he stared too long. Beneath the black, ghost-letters still lingered, faint, blurry—like voices nearly lost to time, clawing to remain.  

And within the wreckage, only fragments were left:  

“...half the city unmoored from names...”  

“...Minister’s decree...”  

“...spire alignment confirmed.”  

The words clawed their way into him. His mouth moved before he could stop himself. He read them aloud.  

The first line tangled around his throat. Half the city unmoored from names. He pictured blocks of the metropolis stripped of their signs, streets where no placard or title existed, where neighborhoods had been robbed of recognition. A nameless city? That was worse than ruin. Identity was tied to naming—without it, memory rotted. To be unmoored was to drift into ghosthood.  

The second fragment made his nerves spike—Minister’s decree. Marrow knew exactly which minister that meant. Haldor Vex—silver-tongued, always smiling with a knife hidden in the rhetoric. His decrees were less law and more shadow, reshaping whole districts without needing to be written down. For such words to live in this secret file, then be scrubbed half-away... that meant the decree itself must have been dangerous enough to erase.  

And the third—Spire alignment confirmed. That one sent the cold shivers down his spine. Marrow knew the spires, all twelve, those towering glass needles reaching upward like watchtowers and beacons both. Calibrated with precision, threaded with light, data, and signals. Alignment meant more than symmetry—it meant convergence. To align them wasn’t just an engineering trick. It was a ritual. One push in the right direction, and whole channels of power could change.  

And in the exact middle of the file, so carefully scribed it almost felt ceremonial, sat not a page, but a shard of glass.  

It was cloudy, softly luminous, fitting into the palm like it had been made for a hand to hold. He touched it—the surface smooth as liquid, yet heavier, thicker than any pane. The shard held light, but not like any ordinary reflection. It didn’t bounce, it pulsed faintly in a rhythm that felt alive—one beat, another, a third—like a heart tapping against his palms. The closer he leaned, the more it seemed aware.  

Marrow lifted it.  

People whispered his name exactly how they whispered secrets. Marrow. Because he was the center, the bone-deep strength of something that wasn’t meant to be exposed. He’d built callouses from digging through archives, peeling open seams of lost history. His hands were used to ink, dust, and whisper. But this? This was different. As soon as the glass sat against his skin, a lens dropped over the world—shifting every angle.  

The room bent. Wall edges didn’t just flicker—they folded like poorly stretched fabric. The iron table tipped when it hadn’t moved. The ceiling elongated into a dome. His thoughts jumped jaggedly, scratched grooves in the rhythm of his mind, like a phonograph that couldn’t settle onto the track. His breath sounded enormous, thunderous, each exhale turning into a humming vibration rattling up from his chest into the shard itself.  

And beneath the strangeness, something else—something ancient—watched him. A sense of... presence. It wasn’t his imagination. The shard wasn’t just an object. It was a key. The kind that didn’t unlock a door, but perception. As he held it, it resonated in his bones, louder, deeper. He felt as though it carried memories. Countless memories, layered into light, now spilling into him whether he was ready or not.  
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