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Copyright

Stay Unwritten
Book One of The Marginalia War
Copyright © 2026 K.G. Groves

All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced, stored, copied, distributed, or transmitted in any form without written permission from the author, except for brief quotations used in reviews, commentary, or other legally permitted uses.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, organizations, events, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, businesses, or places is coincidental.

Published by K.G. Groves.

First edition.
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Reader Note
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This story contains stylized danger, institutional control, identity erasure, public fear, and scenes of forced correction. It is written for readers who can handle dark fantasy pressure without graphic gore.

At its heart, this is a story about names, chosen identity, friendship, resistance, and the right to live beyond the sentence someone else wrote for you.
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Dedication
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For everyone who was told who they were before they had the chance to answer.

For the ones who kept their real name hidden until the world was ready to hear it.

And for the readers who know a life is always larger than the line used to close it.
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Before the Record
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In Vellune, every child is born with a Lastline.

A final sentence.

A promise.

A warning.

A cage.

The Ministry of Ends calls it mercy. The Registry calls it truth. Families build futures around it. Schools sort children by it. Clerks stamp lives beneath it. The Choir sings that a known ending is a peaceful life.

But some sentences are chosen.

Some records are edited.

Some names are buried under cleaner ones.

And some children are born where the ink cannot hold.

This is the first witness page of Calder Wren Lane.

This is the story of the boy they could not finish.
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Chapter 1

The Public Reading Court
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Rain made Vellune look honest.

It washed the white towers until they shone like bones. It blackened the iron bridges. It ran in thin silver lines down the faces of Ministry statues and gathered in the carved mouths of saints whose names had been filed, sealed, and forgotten. Every roof shed water. Every street reflected red lanterns. Every window in the high districts burned with a soft gold light, as if the city were a book held too close to a candle.

Calder Wren kept his head down as he crossed the square.

That was the first rule of living in Vellune. Do not look too long at anything official. Not the towers. Not the seals. Not the Inkwardens standing beneath the arches with their black coats buttoned to the throat and their red lenses bright behind rain-specked masks.

Especially not the Reading Court.

The court rose at the center of the square, a circular platform of white stone ringed by black rails and old gold script. The words carved around the base had been filled with red lacquer so every citizen could read them even through rain.

A KNOWN END IS A PEACEFUL LIFE.

Calder had seen those words since he was small enough to believe stone told the truth.

Now he was old enough to know stone only repeated what had been carved into it.

Around him, families packed the square shoulder to shoulder. Mothers held umbrellas over children. Fathers straightened collars. Grandparents murmured old blessings. Clerks in bone-white Ministry coats moved through the crowd with tablets and ink stamps, checking names against ledgers that never seemed to get wet.

Every person had come for the same reason.

Confirmation Day.

For most, it was ceremony. For some, celebration. For a few, disaster dressed in clean clothes.

Calder flexed his fingers inside his sleeves and tried not to touch his throat.

The fabric there sat too stiff. Too pale. A narrow strip of bone-white cloth rose from his collar and covered the place where everyone expected to see ink.

His Lastline.

Everyone in Vellune was born with one. A final sentence written somewhere on the body, different for every citizen. Some were hidden beneath sleeves. Some curled around ribs. Some circled wrists or ankles like bracelets made of prophecy. Some were beautiful. Some were ordinary. Some ruined a person before they ever had the chance to become anything else.

The city called them gifts.

The Ministry called them civic truth.

Calder had always thought they looked more like cages.

“Name?”

A clerk stopped in front of him so suddenly Calder nearly stepped into the man’s ledger.

The clerk was narrow, clean, and dry despite the rain. His hair was parted with such care that even the weather seemed to respect it.

“Calder Wren,” Calder said.

The clerk’s pen moved before Calder finished speaking. “District?”

“Rain Steps. Lower west.”

A pause. Not long enough to be rude. Just long enough to be noticed.

The clerk’s eyes flicked up.

Rain Steps children did not usually stand alone at central ceremonies. They were usually brought in groups by ward officers, schoolmasters, or families too nervous to let them walk by themselves. Calder had come alone because it was easier to be one more dark coat in the crowd than a problem somebody loved enough to defend.

“Guardian present?”

“No.”

The clerk tapped the pen twice against the ledger. Tiny red drops fell from the nib. They did not spread on the page. They sat there like little eyes.

“Reason?”

Calder looked past him, toward the platform. “None available.”

Another pause.

The clerk wrote something in a smaller box.

Calder hated the smaller boxes.

They were where the Ministry stored everything that did not fit neatly into the larger ones.

“Proceed to the third ring,” the clerk said. “Do not leave the court once your name has been entered.”

Calder gave a short nod and moved on.

The crowd tightened as he entered the third ring. The closer one got to the platform, the quieter people became. There were still whispers, still the scrape of shoes on wet stone, still the soft flap of paper banners in the rain, but something pressed down over the sound. Anticipation, maybe. Fear, definitely.

On the far side of the court, the Choir of Closure had gathered beneath a red canopy.

They wore white robes and gold-threaded masks that covered the lower half of their faces. Their mouths were hidden behind embroidered scrollwork. When they sang, the sound came out softened and strange, like a lullaby heard through a wall.

“May the line be clear,” they sang.

The crowd answered, “May the end be kind.”

“May the record hold.”

“May the life align.”

Calder did not answer.

He had learned young that silence could pass for respect if your face was still enough.

A bell rang once.

The court changed.

The murmurs thinned into nothing. Ministry attendants stepped to the edge of the platform and lit the red lamps one by one. Their flames did not flicker in the rain. They burned straight upward, narrow and unnatural, each one the color of a correction mark.

At the center of the platform stood the Reader.

She was old, or seemed old, in the way Ministry officials often did. Not fragile. Preserved. Her skin was pale and smooth as folded paper, her hair pinned beneath a black cap marked with a gold seal. A red glove covered her right hand. In that hand she held a long ivory stylus with a metal tip.

Beside her stood the Registry Desk.

It was not really a desk. It was a machine made to look like furniture. Black wood. Brass hinges. Glass panels filled with suspended ink. Beneath its surface, thousands of fine needles trembled over blank parchment, waiting to copy whatever fate offered them.

Calder stared at the needles too long.

One of them twitched.

He looked away.

“Citizens of Vellune,” the Reader said.

Her voice did not need to be loud. The court carried it for her.

“Today, we honor certainty.”

The crowd bowed their heads.

“Today, we receive the mercy of knowing.”

The Choir hummed beneath her words.

“Today, each confirmed citizen steps from childhood uncertainty into civic truth. Their Lastline will be witnessed. Their record will be sealed. Their life will be guided toward peace.”

Calder heard a woman behind him begin to cry softly.

He did not turn.

“Let no citizen fear the sentence given,” the Reader continued. “A Lastline is not cruelty. A Lastline is direction. A Lastline is not a prison. A Lastline is the final lantern at the end of the road.”

That was what they always said.

Calder wondered how many roads were built after the lantern was placed.

The first name was called.

A girl in a blue coat climbed the steps with her mother’s hand between her shoulders, pushing gently but firmly. She could not have been more than eleven. Her hair was braided with yellow ribbon. She held out her arm because her Lastline curved along the inside of her wrist in soft brown script.

The Reader touched the stylus to the girl’s skin.

The Registry Desk woke.

Needles moved. Ink rose. Parchment slid into place.

The Reader spoke the sentence aloud.

“I made it home before the snow.”

A sound passed through the crowd, warm and relieved.

A peaceful line.

The mother sobbed openly. The girl smiled because everyone else was smiling, though Calder could tell she did not yet understand why those words had saved her.

A Ministry attendant stamped the copied record.

CIVIC FATE VERIFIED.

The girl was led away through the left arch, where families were allowed to embrace.

The second citizen was a boy with ink-dark hands and a nervous laugh. His Lastline sat behind his left ear.

“Tell Mara I kept the light on,” the Reader read.

There was a smaller reaction this time. Not fear. Curiosity. A romantic line, maybe. A domestic one. Something private enough to embarrass him later.

The boy blushed so hard even the Reader’s mouth twitched.

Stamp.

CIVIC FATE VERIFIED.

Another bell.

Another name.

One by one, lives became records.

A woman with a Lastline across her shoulder blade was told, “The garden was worth it.” She smiled like she had been handed a map.

A thin boy with round glasses heard, “I forgot the blue key,” and immediately began shaking while his father whispered that keys were useful things, safe things, ordinary things.

A girl with her Lastline wrapped around two fingers heard, “No, I choose the other door,” and the Ministry clerk marked her for vocational flexibility.

Every sentence mattered.

Every word became classification.

A peaceful line could open schools, apprenticeships, marriages, housing. A violent line could narrow everything. A strange line could make officials watch you forever. A line that sounded too public, too dangerous, or too impossible could ruin a family before the child left the platform.

Calder watched a boy step forward with his chin lifted too high.

He had red hair plastered to his forehead by rain and a grin that looked practiced. His coat was patched at the elbows, but he had polished his boots until they reflected the lamps. Someone behind Calder whispered his name.

“Tavin Mott.”

Tavin heard it and grinned wider, like attention was weather he enjoyed standing in.

The Reader’s eyes lowered to the record slip.

“Tavin Mott,” she called.

He bounded up the steps.

A few people laughed. His family did not. A woman at the rail, probably his mother, pressed both hands to her mouth and whispered a prayer into her palms.

Tavin rolled up his sleeve.

His Lastline ran along his forearm in uneven black letters. Calder was too far away to read it, but he saw the Reader’s posture change when she did.

Not much.

Just a tightening at the jaw.

The stylus touched Tavin’s skin.

The Registry Desk clicked.

Then clicked again.

The needles moved slower than before.

The court seemed to lean in.

The Reader read the sentence.

“I only opened what was already burning.”

No one sighed with relief.

No one laughed.

Tavin’s grin faltered, then returned in a smaller, weaker shape. “That sounds brave, right?”

His voice carried just enough.

His mother made a sound like a breath catching on a hook.

The Reader did not answer him.

A clerk stepped forward. Another came from the opposite side of the platform. Their coats were white. Their gloves were white. Their eyes were not unkind, which somehow made them worse.

The Registry Desk produced the copy of Tavin’s line.

The Reader did not stamp it.

Instead, she lifted two fingers.

An Inkwarden near the arch moved one step closer to the platform.

Tavin saw him.

The grin disappeared.

“Wait,” he said. “What does that mean?”

The clerk beside him smiled with practiced gentleness. “Nothing frightening. Some lines require additional context.”

“My father works furnaces,” Tavin said quickly. “It could be that. We burn scrap all the time. I know about fires. I know how to be careful.”

“Of course,” the clerk said.

The second clerk opened a narrow red folder.

Calder felt the crowd do what crowds always did when fear had somewhere else to go.

They stepped back.

Not far. Not obviously. Just enough to make a thin ring of empty wet stone around Tavin’s mother.

She noticed.

Everyone pretended she did not.

Tavin looked down at the platform as if the stone might explain the rules better than the adults.

“I didn’t do anything,” he said.

The Reader’s face remained calm.

“No one has said you did.”

That was the genius of the Ministry.

They could punish a future and still sound polite in the present.

A red mark appeared beside Tavin’s copied sentence. Not a stamp. Not yet. A line drawn by the Reader’s stylus, angled sharply through the margin.

Review.

Calder’s stomach tightened.

He knew that mark. Everyone knew that mark.

It meant interviews. Home inspections. School reassignment. Work restrictions. Travel limits. Sometimes correction, if the Ministry decided the danger could be softened before it grew teeth.

Tavin’s mother pushed toward the platform. “Please. He is a good boy.”

A clerk touched her shoulder.

Not hard.

She stopped anyway.

“Goodness is not in question,” the clerk said.

That was another thing they always said.

Calder could not stop staring at the red mark.

Rain slid down his face and gathered at his jaw. His collar felt too tight. Beneath the bone-white strip at his throat, his skin prickled as if something invisible had lifted its head.

The Registry Desk clicked again.

For one second, Calder thought the sound came from inside him.

He rubbed his thumb against his palm and felt a sting there, sudden and sharp.

When he looked down, a thin red line curved across his skin.

It was not a cut.

It looked like ink.

He closed his fist before anyone could see.

On the platform, Tavin was led toward the right arch, away from the families, away from the verified citizens, away from the place where people were allowed to be happy.

His mother followed until an Inkwarden blocked her path.

The boy turned once.

Not toward his mother.

Toward the crowd.

His eyes swept over them, wide and furious and ashamed.

For a heartbeat, his gaze met Calder’s.

Calder wanted to look away.

He did not.

Tavin opened his mouth as if he might shout something, curse them, beg, laugh, anything.

But no sound came.

The Choir began singing again.

“May the line be clear.”

This time, the crowd answered more softly.

“May the end be kind.”

The Reader lowered her stylus to the next name.

Calder’s fist throbbed around the hidden red mark in his palm.

The rain kept falling.

The court kept shining.

And the red folder with Tavin Mott’s name closed like a mouth.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2

Civic Fate Verified
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Tavin Mott vanished through the right arch, and the court learned how to breathe around an absence.

That was another thing Vellune taught well.

A child could be standing beneath the red lamps one moment, name bright in the public air, mother close enough to reach for him. Then a mark could appear in a folder, a clerk could smile, an Inkwarden could take one measured step, and the space where that child had been would close without sound.

Not completely.

Never completely.

Calder still felt him there, in the thin gap between the crowd and the platform, in the way people avoided looking toward the right arch, in the careful softness of the Choir’s next note.

But the ceremony moved on.

It had to.

The Ministry did not allow one uncertain line to infect the rest of the day.

A clerk in white stepped to the rail and lifted a brass handbell. He rang it twice instead of once. The sound was bright and small and perfectly placed, cutting through the crowd like a thread pulled tight.

“The court thanks the family of Tavin Mott for their cooperation,” he said. “Additional review is an instrument of care. All citizens benefit when context is preserved.”

Nobody answered.

Nobody was meant to.

The Reader dipped her stylus into a narrow well of red ink and touched it to a strip of parchment. A thin line appeared beside Tavin’s copied sentence, then folded itself inward until it became a sealed mark.

His record was no longer part of the public ceremony.

It had entered the private city.

Calder had heard that phrase once from a drunk printer in the Rain Steps, a man with a cracked voice and three missing fingers.

Public Vellune smiles at you. Private Vellune counts your bones.

The man had laughed after saying it. Calder had not understood then whether it was a joke, a warning, or the only truth the man had left.

Now he understood enough to wish he did not.

“Next citizen,” the Reader said.

A girl with silver clips in her hair stepped forward.

Her family stood in the second ring, all of them dressed in dark blue with gold trim at their cuffs. Upper Binding Quarter, probably. Good district. Good record. Good posture. The kind of family that looked as if they had already been verified before anyone touched the stylus.

The girl held out her left hand.

Her Lastline ran across her palm.

The Reader lowered the ivory point.

The Registry Desk answered with a soft internal shiver. Needles moved under glass. Ink curled through tiny channels. Parchment slid from one side of the machine to the other, catching the sentence as if it had always belonged there.

The Reader read.

“Tell him the west window was open.”

The girl’s mother smiled first.

That mattered.

When a family smiled before the Ministry clerk did, it meant they were confident enough to interpret the line on their own. Window. Home. Him. Ordinary. Possibly romantic. Safe enough.

The clerk stamped the record.

CIVIC FATE VERIFIED.

The family bowed to the platform, then to the Reader, then to the sealed crest above the court. Only after all that did the mother pull the girl into her arms.

The crowd warmed again.

Carefully.

Calder watched it happen and felt something sour settle behind his ribs.

One mark had sent Tavin away. One stamp had returned this girl to her family. The difference between disaster and celebration had been a few words nobody chose.

He looked toward the left arch.

Verified citizens passed beneath it into a covered receiving hall strung with gold lanterns. Their families waited there with wrapped sweets, paper flowers, small gifts, and relief so large it made them look weak. Some laughed too loudly. Some cried. Some touched the newly copied record as if it were a blessing.

On the opposite side of the court, the right arch had no lanterns.

It had a black canopy. It had three Inkwardens. It had a clerk with a red folder tucked beneath one arm.

That was all.

Calder’s palm stung again.

He kept his fist closed.

The red line he had seen there must have been a scratch, or ink from the court rail, or his own imagination finally giving shape to fear. It had to be something small. Something explainable.

Small things were safer in Vellune.

Explainable things lived longer.

Another citizen climbed the steps.

This one was older than Calder, maybe seventeen, with broad shoulders and a shaved head. His Lastline circled the base of his neck in dark block letters. He stood straight, but Calder saw the muscles working in his jaw.

The Reader read the name from the ledger.

“Orlan Vey.”

The boy’s father, a heavy man in a factory coat, whispered, “Stand proud.”

Orlan stood prouder.

The stylus touched the line.

The Registry Desk wrote.

“I held the bridge until the others crossed.”

A murmur rolled through the court.

Not fear this time. Approval.

The Reader’s expression did not change, but the clerk’s stamp came quickly.

CIVIC FATE VERIFIED.

A second stamp followed.

CIVIC SERVICE PRIORITY.

Orlan’s father exhaled hard enough that people near him turned. Then he began to cry. Not softly. Not politely. He wept with his whole face while the boy on the platform stared at the new stamp as if it were a medal.

Calder understood.

A line like that would raise a family.

Civic Service Priority meant military track, rescue corps, bridge authority, flood control, Inkwarden candidacy if the Ministry took interest. Better housing was possible. Better food. Better marriage offers. Teachers would call him disciplined instead of stubborn. Officers would call him brave instead of dangerous.

Same boy.

New sentence.

New life.

The crowd applauded.

The applause sounded almost real.

Calder looked down at his boots. Water gathered around them in shallow ripples. Reflections of red lamps trembled in the puddles, breaking apart whenever someone shifted nearby.

He remembered being younger and asking what his own Lastline meant.

The woman who raised him had been sewing at the table, silver needle between her lips, gray hair falling from its pins. She had not looked at his throat. She never looked at his throat unless she had to.

“You will be confirmed when you are called,” she had said.

“But what does it say?”

Her hand had stopped.

Only for a moment.

Then the needle moved again.

“Some lines take longer to read.”

He had accepted that answer because children accept locked doors until they are tall enough to wonder what is behind them.

The Reader called the next citizen.

Then the next.

The ceremony became a machine with human parts.

Name.

Step.

Touch.

Read.

Copy.

Stamp.

Left arch or right.

Most went left.

Enough went right to keep everyone obedient.

A small boy with trembling hands received, “I did not mean to drop it,” and was marked for supervised trade placement because accident language could indicate future negligence.

A girl with a fierce stare received, “Get behind me,” and was stamped for protective service assessment. Her family looked proud until a clerk added a notation about aggression tendency. Pride thinned into worry.

A pale child with ink along his collarbone received, “The fever broke before dawn,” and the crowd sighed with relief so openly that the boy began smiling before he understood.

An upper district boy received, “Father, I signed it myself,” and his family’s servants began whispering about legal apprenticeship before he left the platform.

A lower district girl received, “I swear I paid for the bread,” and a clerk marked her for economic risk.

Calder watched the stamps fall.

Verified.

Reviewed.

Prioritized.

Restricted.

Observed.

Deferred.

Each one changed the air around a person.

Each one told the crowd how much sympathy was safe to give.

That was what made the Reading Court powerful. It was not only the Ministry judging. It was everyone else learning how to judge with them.

Calder’s throat felt hot beneath the white strip.

He touched the cloth before he could stop himself.

The fabric was dry despite the rain. It always stayed dry. Another small wrongness. Another detail he had trained himself not to notice.

A boy beside him saw the movement.

He was about Calder’s age, maybe a little younger, with a fine coat that had been brushed until it looked new. His hair was curled at the temples, and a family ring gleamed on one finger. He looked at Calder’s covered throat, then at Calder’s face.

“Is yours there?” the boy whispered.

Calder lowered his hand. “Yes.”

“Why cover it?”

Calder turned back to the platform. “Habit.”

The boy studied him for another second. “Mine is under my ribs. Mother says hidden lines are more dignified.”

Calder said nothing.

The boy leaned closer, eager now that he had found someone forced to stand near him. “My cousin’s was on his tongue. Imagine that. They had to hold his mouth open at confirmation. He bit a clerk.”

Calder glanced at him despite himself.

The boy grinned.

“He was reviewed, obviously.”

“Obviously,” Calder said.

“I’m Petren.” The boy straightened a little as if the name should mean something. “Petren Vale.”

It did mean something.

Vale was an old family name. Not one of the highest, but high enough that clerks used full sentences when speaking to them. The Vales owned copy houses in the Binding Quarter. Official ones. Clean ones. The kind that printed civic notices and Ministry-approved schoolbooks.

“Calder,” he said.

“Just Calder?”

“Calder Wren.”

Petren’s expression did not change much, but it changed enough.

Rain Steps names had a way of lowering the temperature.

“Wren,” Petren repeated. “Are you attached to a house?”

“No.”

“Trade?”

“No.”

“School?”

“Not anymore.”

Petren seemed to realize too late that each question made the answer worse. He looked at the platform, cheeks pinking.

“My line will be good,” he said, quieter now.

Calder did not know if Petren was telling him or himself.

“I hope it is,” Calder said.

Petren looked back quickly, searching for mockery. He found none. That seemed to confuse him.

“My mother says the line recognizes breeding.”

Calder nearly laughed.

He did not, which was generous.

“Does it?”

Petren’s mouth tightened. “Usually.”

On the platform, a woman in a gray work dress received the line, “The machine stopped before my hand went in.”

A rustle passed through the crowd.

Not terrible. Not safe.

A factory line. A danger line. An injury line that ended with survival, unless the phrasing meant something worse. The Reader waited while the clerks conferred.

The woman stood very still.

Her family had not come. Or if they had, they did not move.

Finally, the stamp fell.

CIVIC FATE VERIFIED.

Then another.

LABOR HAZARD OBSERVATION.

The woman bowed once and walked left.

No one applauded.

Petren swallowed. “Observation is better than review.”

Calder said, “That is what they want you to think.”

Petren stared at him.

The words had come out before Calder shaped them.

Careless.

Stupid.

The boy’s eyes shifted toward the nearest clerk.

Calder felt his pulse climb.

Then the Choir began a new verse, and the clerk turned toward the platform. Petren looked away too, though his shoulders had gone stiff.

Calder cursed himself silently.

Keep your head down.

Keep your mouth closed.

Get confirmed.

Leave.

That had been the plan. He had repeated it all morning while walking through wet streets and under black bridges, past shop windows where Ministry posters promised peace through alignment.

Get confirmed.

Leave.

Do not become interesting.

But the court made that hard. The court was built to make everyone interesting in the worst possible way.

A bell rang.

The next citizen stepped forward.

Petren Vale.

His mother had found a place near the rail. Calder recognized her before Petren did because the woman looked like a finished version of him: same sharp nose, same dark curls, same certainty worn like expensive fabric. She gave him one small nod.

Petren climbed the steps.

His confidence returned in pieces as he moved. By the time he reached the Reader, he looked almost calm.

“Petren Vale,” the Reader said.

A clerk whispered something to another clerk. The family name had been recognized.

Petren unbuttoned his coat, then his shirt with shaking fingers. His Lastline curved beneath his ribs in elegant script. The rain had soaked the cloth, but not the ink. Lastlines never blurred.

The stylus touched his skin.

The Registry Desk wrote smoothly.

No hesitation. No second click.

The Reader read.

“I kept the contract dry.”

Petren’s mother closed her eyes in relief.

Around her, people smiled.

Contract. Dry. Kept.

Good words for a copy house family. Legal, careful, preserving what mattered. The line fit so perfectly that Calder felt an ugly little twist of suspicion.

The stamp fell.

CIVIC FATE VERIFIED.

Then a second.

REGISTRY APPRENTICESHIP ELIGIBLE.

Petren’s face opened with joy so naked that Calder had to look away.

He had no reason to dislike the boy for being relieved.

Relief was not a crime.

Still, it hurt to watch a life unlock because a sentence sounded useful to the right people.

Petren descended through the left arch. His mother embraced him. A clerk bowed to them both. Someone placed a white ribbon on his shoulder.

Calder was happy for him.

Mostly.

A flash of red moved near the platform.

Calder blinked.

At first he thought it was a ribbon torn loose by the rain, but it did not fall. It fluttered under the rail, small and sharp-winged, moving against the wind.

A moth.

Red as fresh correction ink.

It landed on the black rail beside the platform.

No one looked at it.

Not the clerks. Not the Reader. Not the Inkwardens. Not the nearest child, who was staring straight past it with wide nervous eyes.

Only Calder.

The moth opened its wings.

For one breath, the marks on them looked less like patterns and more like letters cut apart and rearranged.

Calder leaned forward without meaning to.

The moth turned.

It had no face, of course. It was a moth. A small, impossible thing with paper-thin wings and legs fine as ink strokes.

Still, Calder felt watched.

His palm stung again.

He opened his hand just enough to look.

The red line had changed.

It was no longer a simple curve. It had split into two small marks, angled like the beginning of a correction symbol.

His breath caught.

He rubbed at it with his thumb.

Pain shot up his wrist.

The marks did not smear.

“Citizen,” a clerk said.

Calder snapped his fist closed.

The clerk stood two steps away, ledger open, eyes on him. “Hands visible while inside the confirmation ring.”

Calder forced his fingers open.

The red marks were gone.

His palm was bare except for rain and the pale creases of skin.

The clerk looked at his hand, then his face.

“Are you unwell?”

“No.”

“Do you require postponement?”

Postponement.

The word sounded gentle. It was not.

Postponement meant separate review. Separate review meant questions. Questions meant someone would ask why his throat stayed covered, why his guardian had never brought him earlier, why certain registry notices sent to his old address had gone unanswered.

“No,” Calder said. “I am ready.”

The clerk held his gaze.

Then he made a small notation.

Again, the smaller box.

Calder wanted to tear the ledger from his hands.

Instead, he bowed his head once.

The clerk moved on.

The red moth lifted from the rail.

It passed through the falling rain without being struck by it. Its wings made no sound. It crossed the space between the platform and the crowd, then vanished beneath the sleeve of a girl waiting near the steps.

The girl flinched.

Her name was called a moment later.

She climbed to the Reader with one hand pressed to her arm.

The stylus touched her Lastline.

The Registry Desk wrote.

The Reader read.

“I saw the red wings first.”

Calder stopped breathing.

The court did not.

It reacted as courts reacted. A murmur. A tilt of heads. Clerks considering meanings. Red wings could be birds, banners, warning flags, fever visions, festival kites, battlefield signals. Strange, but not automatically dangerous.

The Reader studied the girl.

“Have you seen red wings today?” she asked.

The girl’s eyes filled with tears.

Her hand tightened over the place where the moth had vanished.

“No,” she whispered.

Calder stared at her.

The lie was obvious. Not to the court, maybe. Not to the Ministry. But to him, it rang like a dropped blade.

The Reader waited.

The girl trembled.

Then the clerk stamped the record.

CIVIC FATE VERIFIED.

A second stamp did not follow.

The girl nearly ran through the left arch.

Calder watched her go, heart beating too fast.

The moth had marked her. Her Lastline had spoken of it. She had lied. The Ministry had believed the lie, or chosen to pass over it.

Why?

The crowd shifted.

A clerk moved closer to Calder’s section.

Names were running out.

The third ring had thinned. Verified citizens had left with their families. Reviewed citizens had disappeared through the right arch. Those still waiting stood exposed now, each one more visible than before.

Calder counted seven.

Then five.

Then three.

The court seemed larger with fewer people in it.

The Reader did not tire. Her voice remained smooth. Her red glove did not shake. The Registry Desk did not slow. The Choir kept singing beneath each sentence, wrapping fear in harmony until it almost sounded holy.

Almost.

Calder’s mouth had gone dry.

He thought of leaving.

It was impossible, of course. The clerks watched the ring. Inkwardens watched the exits. The crowd watched everything. Leaving before confirmation would mark him more surely than any strange Lastline.

Still, his body wanted to run.

His skin knew before his mind did.

Something was wrong.

Not the ordinary wrongness he had carried all his life. Not the covered throat, not the unanswered questions, not the woman who raised him looking away whenever he asked about his line.

This wrongness was awake.

The second-to-last citizen stepped down, verified for agricultural placement after a line about apples and winter.

The last citizen before Calder was a nervous boy with a birthmark across one cheek. His Lastline sat along the back of his hand.

The Reader touched it.

The machine wrote.

The sentence was peaceful. Something about warm soup and a door closing against cold. His family cried. The stamp fell.

CIVIC FATE VERIFIED.

Then he was gone.

Only Calder remained in the third ring.

For a moment, nobody spoke.

The rain softened to a fine mist, and the red lamps burned in the wet air without wavering.

Every clerk seemed to know at once. They turned their ledgers. Inkwardens adjusted their stance. The Choir lowered into a quieter harmony.

Calder felt the entire court gather itself around him.

The Reader looked down at the ledger.

Her eyes moved once across the page.

Then again.

A tiny crease appeared between her brows.

Calder’s fingers curled.

He waited for the red moth to return.

It did not.

The Reader lifted her face.

Her voice crossed the court, clear as a stamp striking paper.

“Calder Wren.”
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Chapter 3

The Boy With No Ending
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The stairs were colder than the square.

Calder felt it through the soles of his boots as he stepped onto the first white stone rise. The platform did not seem high from the ground, only seven shallow steps above the court, but each one lifted him farther from the crowd and closer to the red lamps, the Reader, and the machine waiting beside her with its glass belly full of ink.

He had seen others climb these steps all morning.

Some had bounced up them with forced courage. Some had moved as if walking to a sickbed. Some had looked back at their families before the final step, trying to catch one last ordinary face before the Ministry turned them into a record.

Calder did not look back.

There was no one behind him to find.

The crowd watched anyway.

He felt their attention gather against his coat, his hair, his covered throat. Attention had weight. He had always known that. In the Rain Steps, people watched for weakness, debt, hunger, opportunity. In the court, they watched for permission. If the Ministry feared him, they would fear him. If the Ministry dismissed him, they would forget him before the bells stopped ringing.

He reached the platform.

The Reader studied him with pale gray eyes.

Up close, she looked less ancient than he had thought from below. Her face was lined, but not frail. Her stillness did not come from age. It came from practice. She had trained herself to be a surface nothing could ripple.

“Calder Wren,” she said.

He nodded once.

“District?”

“Rain Steps. Lower west.”

The Reader did not react to the district. That was almost worse than the clerks reacting. She made poverty feel like one more item already entered in a box.

“Guardian present?”

“No.”

“Reason?”

The same question again. Different mouth. Higher platform.

“None available.”

A clerk behind the Registry Desk scratched something into a ledger.

Calder heard the pen from across the platform. He did not know how. The sound seemed too small to travel, yet it cut under the Choir’s hum and settled behind his teeth.

The Reader held out her red-gloved hand.

“Remove the throat covering.”

The court seemed to narrow.

Calder’s fingers did not move.

He had known this moment would come. Of course he had known. Confirmation could not happen through cloth. The Ministry had to see the body. The stylus had to touch the line. The Registry had to copy what fate had written.

That was the entire point.

Still, some part of him had believed the day might bend around this. A clerk might make a mistake. A storm might flood the square. The Reader might decide the strip was ceremonial, medical, permitted, unimportant. The world had let him hide this long. A foolish part of him had expected one more hour.

“Citizen,” the Reader said.

Not unkindly.

That made him hate her.

Calder lifted both hands to his collar.

The white strip was fastened with three small black hooks at the back of his neck. His fingers found the first one. It resisted. His hands were colder than they should have been, and the hook slipped once before opening.

A murmur moved through the crowd.

He opened the second hook.

Then the third.

The strip loosened.

For a second, he held the cloth in place with two fingers, as if the whole city might collapse if he let go.

Then he lowered it.

Air touched his throat.

Cold. Wet. Public.

The crowd leaned into the silence.

Calder stared straight ahead, refusing to look down, refusing to see their faces change. But he heard them. Small breaths. A whisper cut short. Fabric shifting as someone in the second ring stepped away from the rail.

The Reader’s eyes went to his throat.

They stayed there.

That was wrong.

If the line was visible, she should read it. If it was unclear, she should call for light. If it was damaged, she should summon a medical recorder. There were procedures for almost everything. Vellune survived on procedures the way a body survived on bones.

The Reader did none of them.

She only looked.

Calder’s pulse began to strike beneath the place where the sentence should have been.

Bare skin.

Nothing else.

No ink.

No mark.

No final words curling beneath his jaw or down the side of his neck. No hidden sentence waiting for official light. No sacred line, no family omen, no civic truth.

Just skin.

The Reader’s red glove tightened around the stylus.

A clerk cleared his throat behind the Registry Desk. “Line visibility may be affected by scarring, pigment loss, or improper pre-confirmation preparation.”

The sentence sounded memorized.

The Reader did not look at him. “Secondary light.”

An attendant stepped forward with a brass lantern shaped like an open eye. Its flame was blue, not red. Calder had seen those lanterns only once before, outside a medical office where a woman had gone in crying and come out with her sleeve pinned shut.

The attendant lifted the lantern close to Calder’s throat.

Blue light spilled over his skin.

It made everything sharper. Rain beads on his collar. A tiny nick under his chin from shaving badly two days earlier. The faint hollow where his throat moved when he swallowed.

No letters appeared.

The Reader’s expression remained smooth, but the court felt the change in her. Calder felt it too. It was like standing near a locked door and hearing something large shift on the other side.

“Turn your head left,” she said.

He did.

The blue light followed.

“Right.”

He obeyed.

“Lift your chin.”

He lifted it.

Someone in the crowd whispered a prayer.

The Reader stepped closer.

The stylus hovered near Calder’s throat.

His body wanted to flinch away, but he held still. The metal tip was thinner than he had realized, sharpened to a bright point. Not sharp enough to cut, maybe. Sharp enough to remind skin what cutting meant.

The stylus touched him.

The Registry Desk woke.

At first, Calder thought the machine would solve it. Machines did not care what people feared. The needles would tremble, the ink would rise, the parchment would receive whatever secret his body had kept from him. A sentence would appear. Strange, maybe. Dangerous, maybe. But real.

Then he could breathe.

Then everyone could stamp him, sort him, pity him, avoid him, and let him go.

The machine clicked.

Needles lifted beneath the glass.

Ink climbed the channels.

The parchment slid into place.

Calder felt the stylus point against his skin, cold and steady.

Nothing happened.

The needles hung in the air.

The ink stopped moving.

For one breath, the whole Registry Desk seemed to listen.

The stylus warmed against Calder’s throat.

Not from the lantern. From itself. Heat spread outward in a thin ring, not painful yet, but close to pain. Calder clenched his hands at his sides.

The red marks he had imagined in his palm did not return.

Instead, a faint pressure built around his throat, like invisible string tightening where the Lastline should have been.

The Registry Desk clicked again.

This time the sound was wrong.

Not a working sound.

A confused one.

The suspended ink inside the glass darkened. The tiny needles jerked all at once, striking the parchment so fast that several people gasped.

Black dots appeared.

Then lines.

Then a blur.

The clerk beside the machine stepped back.

The parchment did not write a sentence. It filled with overlapping marks, frantic loops, broken strokes, slashes that crossed themselves out as soon as they formed. Ink crawled past the edges of the page and spread across the desk’s polished surface in thin, searching veins.

The Reader pulled the stylus away.

The ink stopped.

The blue lantern guttered.

The Choir’s song faltered for half a note.

It was such a small break that Calder might have missed it on any other day. But from the platform, with every eye in the court fixed on him, the silence inside that broken note sounded enormous.

The Reader turned to the clerk. “New parchment.”

The clerk’s face had gone the color of old wax. “Honored Reader, the first pull has not resolved.”

“New parchment.”

He obeyed.

The ruined strip was removed with silver tongs and placed in a black tray. The ink on it continued moving for another second, as if it did not understand that the test was over.

A second parchment slid into place.

The Reader looked at Calder again.

For the first time, he saw something behind her official calm.

Not fear.

Recognition.

That frightened him more.

“Citizen Wren,” she said, and her voice softened in a way that made every muscle in his back tighten. “Have you ever undergone private correction?”

“No.”

“Medical alteration?”

“No.”

“Unauthorized ink removal?”

“No.”

“Has any person instructed you to conceal your Lastline?”

Calder thought of the woman at the sewing table. The needle between her lips. Her eyes avoiding his throat.

Some lines take longer to read.

“No,” he said.

It was not entirely a lie. No one had instructed him. They had simply built his life around not asking.

The Reader watched his face for one long second.

Then she touched the stylus to his throat again.

The second attempt was worse.

This time, the Registry Desk did not click.

It groaned.

The sound came from deep inside the black wood, low enough that Calder felt it through the soles of his boots. The glass panels fogged from within. Every needle rose, but none descended. The ink in the channels pulled backward.

A clerk whispered, “That is not possible.”

The blue lantern went out.

No wind touched it.

The flame simply folded into itself and disappeared.

The crowd broke.

Not loudly. Not yet. But fear moved through them in ripples. People pulled children behind coats. Someone stumbled against the rail. An Inkwarden’s red lenses turned toward the platform.

Calder could not look away from the Registry Desk.

The blank parchment waited under the suspended needles.

Clean.

Accusing.

The Reader removed the stylus from his skin.

A mark remained where it had touched him.

Not a Lastline. Not words. Only a pale circle, as if the stylus had pressed against glass instead of flesh.

Then even that faded.

The Reader lowered her hand.

“Third verification,” said the clerk, though his voice shook enough to ruin the authority of the phrase.

“No,” the Reader said.

The clerk looked at her. “Honored Reader, procedure requires three attempts for unreadable, damaged, or obscured lines.”

“This line is not unreadable.”

The words landed softly.

Calder felt them enter the court one at a time.

Not unreadable.

Not damaged.

Not obscured.

The Reader looked at him as if he had become a door she was not allowed to open in public.

“What does that mean?” Calder asked.

His own voice surprised him. It sounded too young. Too rough. Too alive for a place where everyone else had become ritual.

The Reader did not answer.

The court waited.

Far above the platform, a Ministry banner snapped once in the rain. Black cloth, white book, red pen angled across it like a wound.

The Reader turned toward the senior clerk at the edge of the platform.

“Seal the active record.”

The clerk swallowed. “Classification?”

The Reader hesitated.

Calder saw it.

So did the Inkwardens.

So did the crowd.

A system built on certainty had paused in front of him.

The Reader spoke so quietly that Calder thought, for one merciful heartbeat, the word might not carry.

But the court was built to carry everything.

“Blank.”

The crowd did not understand at first.

That was the only kindness the moment gave him.

Blank was a word for paper before writing. Blank was a box not yet filled. Blank was a wall before posters, a ledger before debt, a face before recognition. It was not a word for a person. It was not supposed to stand where a Lastline should be.

Then understanding spread.

No final sentence.

No civic fate.

No verified end.

No place in the system that had raised them.

A woman screamed.

Not loudly. Not dramatically. It escaped her like something hot had touched her hand.

Then the court erupted into whispers.

“Impossible.”

“No line?”

“Look at his throat.”

“Don’t stand near him.”

“Is it sickness?”

“Is it removal?”

“Who brought him?”

“Where is his family?”

Calder stood at the center of it and felt his body become public property.

The Reader lifted one hand.

The whispers dropped, but did not die.

“Calder Wren,” she said, formal now. Too formal. “You will remain on the platform for secondary civic review.”

Secondary civic review.

The red folder phrase.

The right arch phrase.

Tavin Mott had been afraid, but Tavin had a sentence. Troubling, yes. Marked, yes. But still a sentence. Still a shape the Ministry understood.

Calder had nothing.

The absence beneath his jaw burned colder than any rain.

“I have done nothing,” he said.

Several people in the crowd flinched as if his voice itself was unsafe.

The Reader’s face did not change. “No accusation has been made.”

That sentence again.

The gentlest blade in Vellune.

“No accusation has been made,” Calder repeated.

The words tasted bitter.

He looked toward the left arch, where verified citizens were held by their families under gold lanterns. Petren Vale stood there with his mother’s hands on his shoulders, white ribbon bright against his coat. Petren stared at Calder with open terror.

Not curiosity now.

Not awkward politeness.

Terror.

Calder looked toward the right arch.

The black canopy waited.

The Inkwardens beneath it had all turned toward him.

One of them stepped forward.

The same measured step as before. Tavin’s step. The step that told the crowd the Ministry had decided what kind of sympathy was still allowed.

Calder’s heartbeat grew loud.

The Reader saw him look.

“Stay calm,” she said.

He almost laughed.

It rose in his chest, wild and wrong, but it never reached his mouth.

Stay calm.

While the entire city discovered he had no ending.

While clerks sealed his name in smaller and smaller boxes.

While Inkwardens shifted toward him with their red lenses burning.

While the place where his Lastline should have been sat bare for everyone to see.

The Reader extended her hand, palm down, as if calming an animal.

“Citizen Wren, no harm will come to you if you cooperate.”

No harm.

Review.

Context.

Care.

Mercy.

Vellune had so many clean words for taking people away.

Calder stepped back.

Only one step.

The platform seemed to gasp beneath him.

An Inkwarden at the left side moved.

Another at the right.

The Reader’s voice sharpened. “Do not leave the verification circle.”

Calder looked down.

He had not noticed the circle before, not really. It was carved into the white stone beneath his boots, a ring of old gold script around the place where citizens stood to be read. Hundreds of feet had stood here. Hundreds of sentences had been copied here. The ring had held them all for a moment before sending them into the city as something official.

His boots stood inside it.

His body stood inside it.

His life did not.

A small red shape flickered at the edge of the platform.

Calder’s eyes snapped toward it.

The moth had returned.

It clung to the underside of the black rail, half-hidden by rain and shadow. Its wings opened once, slow and deliberate.

No one else looked.

The markings on its wings shifted.

Not letters this time.

An arrow.

Toward the stairs.

No.

Calder’s mind rejected the thought before it fully formed.

Running from the platform would confirm everything. Running would make him a criminal before he understood the charge. Running would give the Inkwardens permission to do whatever they had already been wanting to do.

But staying meant the right arch.

Staying meant red folders.

Staying meant rooms where no families waited.

The Reader followed his gaze, but the moth was gone before her eyes reached the rail.

“Calder,” she said.

Not Citizen Wren.

His name.

That frightened him most of all.

Behind her, the Registry Desk made one final sound.

A thin crack split the glass panel.

Black ink leaked from it, not down the side, but upward. A single thread of it rose into the air, twisting like smoke, then snapped into nothing.

The crowd saw that.

So did the Reader.

So did the Inkwardens.

Whatever procedure had protected him for the last few seconds ended there.

The senior Inkwarden raised one black-gloved hand.

“Secure the deviation.”

The word hit the court harder than blank.

Deviation.

People moved away from the platform so quickly that bodies struck bodies. Someone fell. A child cried out. Clerks gathered their ledgers against their chests and backed toward the walls.

Calder took another step.

The Reader said his name again, but it no longer sounded like a warning.

It sounded like regret.

The first Inkwarden climbed the stairs.

His coat did not move like cloth. It moved like folded armor. Red lenses fixed on Calder. At his side hung a hooked pen-blade, black metal tipped with red.

Calder’s throat tightened around words he did not have.

He was not brave in that moment.

That mattered.

Later, if anyone told the story, they might say the boy with no ending stood fearless before the Ministry. They might carve defiance into him because people preferred symbols to frightened boys.

But on the platform, under the red lamps, with his uncovered throat bare to the whole city, Calder Wren was afraid.

Afraid of the Inkwarden.

Afraid of the Reader.

Afraid of the blank place on his skin.

Afraid that somewhere deep inside him, the city was right to fear what it could not file.

The Inkwarden reached the top step.

A black gauntlet opened.

“Hands forward,” he ordered.

Calder looked once more at the crowd.

No one came.

No one moved.

No one even looked like they wanted to.

Then, from somewhere beneath the platform, a voice whispered close to his ear.

“Not that way.”

Calder froze.

The Inkwarden lunged.

And the red lamps went out.
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Chapter 4

Deviation Detected
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Darkness did not fall over the Reading Court.

It snapped.

One breath, the red lamps burned above the platform in perfect rows. The next, every flame vanished at once, leaving only rain-gray daylight, wet white stone, and the panicked sound of hundreds of people discovering how little they trusted each other without Ministry light.

The Inkwarden’s gauntlet closed on empty air.

Calder stumbled back.

Not because he was fast. Not because he had planned it. The whisper near his ear had come with pressure, a small pull at his coat, just enough to drag him half a step sideways before the black glove reached him.

The Inkwarden’s fingers cut through the place where Calder’s wrist had been.

Steel clicked inside the glove.

Restraints.

Calder did not need to know how they worked to know he did not want them touching him.

“Still,” the Inkwarden ordered.

The command was not shouted, yet it struck the platform like a hammer.

Calder’s body almost obeyed.

That was the frightening part. The word carried training in it, years of citizens stopping when black coats spoke. His feet locked for half a second, his breath held, his hands half rose before his own fear shoved him backward again.

The Reader stepped away from the cracked Registry Desk.

“Maintain the circle,” she called.

The court tried to obey and failed.

People were moving now. Not running, not fully, because running inside a Reading Court was the sort of thing that could become record. But fear had loosened the neat rings. Parents dragged children behind them. Verified families backed toward the left arch. Clerks hugged ledgers against their chests, trying to protect paper before people. The Choir’s harmony had dissolved into separate voices, each one searching for the right note and finding only breath.

Above it all, a Ministry horn sounded from the north wall.

One low note.

Then three short ones.

The crowd knew that pattern.

Everyone knew that pattern.

Deviation detected.

The words did not need to be spoken. They had been taught in schools, painted on safety notices, rehearsed in civic drills.

If deviation is detected, remain calm.

If deviation is detected, clear pathways for authorized personnel.

If deviation is detected, do not assist the subject.

Subject.

Calder understood the word before anyone said it.

He had stopped being citizen.

Another Inkwarden mounted the steps from the right. A third moved behind the Reader. Their red lenses shone brighter now that the lamps were dead, each mask turning toward Calder with insect precision.

The crack in the Registry glass widened.

Black ink trembled along the split, gathering upward in beads that should have fallen but did not. The Reader noticed and motioned sharply to a clerk.

“Cover the desk.”

The clerk stared at the rising ink.

“Now,” she said.

He jolted, seized a white cloth from a side tray, and threw it over the machine.

The cloth darkened immediately.

Calder backed toward the edge of the platform.

The whisper came again.

“Not down the front.”

He turned his head too fast, but saw no one near him.

Only the Reader, two Inkwardens, the covered desk, and the crowd breaking open below.

Then he saw the moth.

It clung to the underside of the platform rail, wings folded tight. Red against black. Small enough to crush between two fingers. Impossible enough to make every official in the court look blind.

Its wings opened once.

Left.

Calder did not know how a moth could say left.

It did.

The first Inkwarden lunged again.

Calder moved left.

The pen-blade at the Inkwarden’s hip came free with a clean metallic hiss. Its hooked end snapped toward Calder’s sleeve. He twisted away, felt fabric tear, and slipped on wet stone.

His shoulder struck the platform rail.

Pain flashed white through his arm.

Below, someone screamed his name.

No.

Not his name.

A warning.

“Move!”

The voice came from the crowd near the third ring. A girl’s voice. Sharp, low, controlled under the panic.

Calder pushed off the rail as the second Inkwarden reached him. A black baton cracked against the stone where his knee had been. Red ink spread from the baton’s tip in a straight line, marking the floor.

The line crawled toward Calder.

He scrambled back.

The Reader saw it and raised her stylus. “Do not damage the subject.”

Subject.

There it was.

Calder laughed once, breathless and ugly. He could not help it.

The nearest Inkwarden turned his mask a fraction. “Compliance prevents damage.”

“Does it?”

The words left Calder before sense could stop them.

The Inkwarden struck.

Calder ducked badly. Too late. The baton grazed his shoulder, and cold spread through his coat where the red ink touched. His arm went numb for three heartbeats. He stumbled toward the rear of the platform, closer to the Registry Desk, closer to the cloth that now sagged beneath a growing stain.

The Reader’s eyes sharpened. “Hands forward, Calder Wren.”

He looked at her.

She had used his full name. Not citizen. Not subject. Not deviation. A name could be mercy in one mouth and ownership in another.

“No,” he said.

The word was too small for the court.

But the Reader heard it.

So did the Inkwardens.

So did Calder.

For the first time since his throat had been uncovered, something inside him stood up straight.

The moth shot away from the rail.

It flew low over the platform, then vanished over the edge into the crowd. Calder followed it with his eyes and saw a path where there should not have been one.

Not open.

Not safe.

A path made of mistakes.

A dropped umbrella. A clerk bending to retrieve a fallen stamp. A frightened family pulling backward too quickly. A gap between two black rails where the ornamental gate had not fully latched after Tavin was taken through.

The moth darted through that gap.

Calder ran.

The court erupted.

“Stop him!”

“Move aside!”

“Do not touch the subject!”

“Clear the ring!”

The Inkwarden behind him caught the torn back of his coat. Calder twisted, lost balance, and slammed his elbow into the man’s armored chest. It hurt Calder far more than it hurt the Inkwarden. The impact rang up his bones. The grip tightened.

Then a shape burst from below the platform.

A girl in layered dark cloth vaulted over the rail as if she had been waiting for the exact second the world would look the other way. Scraps of paper and stitched fabric fluttered from her sleeves. Her hair was dark and rain-wet around a face too pale to belong to the shouting crowd.

Her hand flashed.

Not a weapon.

A strip of red-marked paper.

She slapped it against the Inkwarden’s mask.

For a blink, nothing happened.

Then red moths exploded from the paper.

They did not fly like insects. They unfolded like warnings. Wings cut from marks, bodies made of torn punctuation, each one burning with a tiny fierce light. They swarmed the Inkwarden’s lenses, not touching skin, not biting, just covering sight.

The Inkwarden released Calder.

“Now,” the girl said.

Calder did not ask who she was.

He ran with her.

They hit the stairs together. She took them three at a time. Calder nearly fell twice. Behind them, the blinded Inkwarden tore the moth paper from his mask, but the red shapes had already scattered across the platform.

The Reader raised her stylus and spoke a word Calder did not know.

Gold script flared around the verification circle.

The platform locked.

Calder felt it in his teeth. A pressure, a command, a civic boundary made suddenly real. The air around the stairs thickened as if the court itself wanted to keep him where he belonged.

The girl grabbed his wrist.

Her fingers were cold and ink-stained.

“Don’t fight the whole circle,” she snapped. “Step through the broken part.”

“What broken part?”

She pointed with her chin.

The black rail near the gap trembled. Red moths clustered there, wings beating against a slice of air where the gold script flickered instead of holding steady.

Calder lunged for it.

The pressure struck his chest.

For one horrible second he thought he had hit a wall no one else could see. His breath vanished. His throat burned where the Lastline should have been. The court blurred.

Then the girl hissed, “You are not filed. It cannot hold what it cannot name.”

She shoved him.

Calder broke through.

The pressure snapped behind him with a sound like paper tearing.

People screamed again, louder this time.

The girl pulled him into the third ring.

Up close, she was about his age, maybe a little older, with eyes that seemed to notice too much at once. Red moths clung to her shoulders, her hair, the loose seams of her sleeves, but none of them looked still. Even perched, they searched.

“You can stare later,” she said.

“Who are you?”

“The person keeping you from being folded into a folder.”

“That is not a name.”

“Good. Names are dangerous.”

An Inkwarden dropped from the platform in front of them.

He landed hard enough to splash water over Calder’s boots. The baton in his hand unfolded into a longer staff, black metal etched with red command lines.

The crowd split around him, leaving Calder and the girl in a widening pocket of exposed stone.

The girl muttered something under her breath.

Red moths lifted from her shoulders and scattered through the air.

One landed on the Inkwarden’s staff.

Its wings opened.

The red command lines flickered.

The Inkwarden paused.

Only a pause.

The girl shoved Calder toward the rail. “Go.”

Calder went.

A clerk tried to block him. Not bravely. Not well. The man stepped forward with one hand out and terror all over his face, as if stopping Calder might save him from later questions. Calder shouldered past him. The clerk fell into a stack of record trays, sending stamped copies sliding across the wet stone.

Parchment scattered underfoot.

CIVIC FATE VERIFIED.

CIVIC FATE VERIFIED.

LABOR HAZARD OBSERVATION.

REGISTRY APPRENTICESHIP ELIGIBLE.

A hundred little futures turned to pulp beneath panicked shoes.

Calder nearly slipped on one.

The girl caught his sleeve and dragged him upright.

“This way.”

She headed toward the lower west arch, not left, not right, but one of the service passages used by clerks before and after ceremony. It stood half-hidden behind a row of Ministry banners, each
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