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​Chapter 1: The Keeper of Absences
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The candle had burned down to its final inch when Sage realized they'd been holding their breath.

They released it slowly, watching the flame gutter in the disturbed air. Seventeen feet below street level, in the Archive's deepest accessible chamber, even breathing felt like an intrusion. The silence here had weight—not the absence of sound but its opposite, as though centuries of suppressed voices had compressed into something dense enough to touch.

Sage touched their collarbone instead. A nervous habit, one they'd never managed to break. Beneath the high collar of their work shirt, beneath the careful layers of fabric and binding and performance, their glyph pulsed with heat. Errored. Unrecognized. Illegal.

They were here to catalog another.

The file lay open on the coral-carved desk, its pages already curling in the Archive's perpetual dampness. Subject #4,847. The number meant nothing. The details did: twenty-three years old, worked in the textile quarter, preferred name Senna. The glyph itself, reproduced in the state's clinical hand, was beautiful—a flowing thing that seemed to exist in the space between two official categories, neither and both, something the system had no language for.

Presumably, Senna had thought they were being careful. People always did. They thought if they kept their heads down, worked hard, didn't make trouble, the state might not notice one small irregularity in the great mechanism of society. They thought documentation was just paperwork, harmless, a formality.

Sage knew better. They'd been filing these reports for four years. Four years of perfect accuracy, perfect penmanship, perfect compliance. Four years of being so good at their job that their supervisors praised their work and never looked too closely at the archivist who produced it.

They picked up their pen.

The nib was silver, enchanted to write in ink that wouldn't fade even in the Archive's corrosive atmosphere. Expensive. A gift from Director Kessler herself, presented at last year's annual review with a smile as cold and professional as winter sunlight. "For our most meticulous cataloger," she'd said. Sage still remembered the weight of her hand on their shoulder, the way her blue eyes had scanned them with the same clinical precision they brought to every errored glyph that crossed their desk.

Subject #4,847, Sage wrote. Senna. Age twenty-three. Textile worker, fourth tier. Glyph category: errored.

Their hand didn't shake. They'd learned not to let it shake.

The Archive whispered.

Sage paused, pen hovering above the page. They tilted their head, listening. The sound came from everywhere and nowhere—not quite words, not quite wind. The shelves around them stretched up into darkness, carved from the drowned architecture of old Atlanta, their surfaces crusted with barnacles and glyphs that pulsed with faint bioluminescence. Books that were not quite books lined them, their spines marked with symbols that hurt to look at directly.

Probably just the settling of the structure. The floating city above was heavy, its weight pressing down through layers of bureaucracy and history and magic. The Archive bore it all, creaking and sighing like a ship at sea.

Sage returned to their work.

Subject displays non-conforming identity markers. Glyph structure suggests blended categorization, incompatible with state registry. Recommend immediate intervention and correction.

The words flowed easily. They'd written variations of this report hundreds of times. They knew the language, the rhythm, the careful euphemisms that let everyone pretend this was about order and not erasure. "Intervention" meant forced magical restructuring. "Correction" meant pain, trauma, the violent reshaping of a person's fundamental self into something that fit the approved categories.

Sage had never witnessed a correction. They didn't need to. They'd cataloged the aftermath enough times to know.

They dated the report, signed it in their careful script, and set it in the outgoing tray. There. One more absence documented. One more person flagged for the state's attention. One more errored glyph that would be corrected or suppressed, leaving the official record clean and the city's magical infrastructure stable.

Their job was to make the world legible. To ensure that every citizen could be properly categorized, that the great machinery of society could function without interruption. Someone had to maintain the archives. Someone had to keep perfect records.

That it happened to be someone with their own hidden glyph, their own daily performance of compliance, their own constant low-grade terror of discovery—well. That was irony. Or perhaps justice. Sage had stopped trying to determine which.

They rose from the desk, knees protesting. They'd been sitting for— they checked their pocket watch, squinting in the candlelight—six hours. Long enough for their legs to go numb and their shoulders to ache. Long enough for the dampness to seep into their bones, making them feel ancient despite being only thirty-two.

The Archive stretched before them, a labyrinth of knowledge and suppression. They'd been working here since they were twenty-eight, assigned to the errored glyph division after scoring perfectly on the state's archival examination. "You have an eye for detail," their supervisor had said. "We need someone who won't let anomalies slip through the cracks."

And Sage hadn't. Not one single anomaly in four years. Their record was perfect.

They gathered their materials—files to return, forms to submit—and began the long walk back to the surface. The path wound through chambers carved from coral and concrete, past shelves that seemed to reorganize themselves when no one was looking. Sage kept their eyes forward. The deeper levels played tricks on perception, showing you things that weren't quite there or hiding things that were.

The whisper came again, closer this time.

Keeper.

Sage stopped.

The word hadn't been spoken aloud. It had appeared directly in their mind, soft as breath, certain as sunrise. They turned slowly, scanning the shadows between the shelves.

Nothing. Of course nothing. The Archive was old magic, built on drowned foundations, saturated with the accumulated weight of everything it contained. Sometimes people heard things down here. Audio hallucinations from spending too long in the liminal spaces between official history and suppressed truth.

They started walking again, faster now.

Keeper of absences.

Their heart rate spiked. They could feel their glyph heating beneath their collar, responding to stress or fear or proximity to something they didn't understand. They forced themself to keep breathing steadily. They were tired, that was all. Six hours of cataloging erasure, of writing careful documentation of people whose existence the state had decided to unmake. It was getting to them.

It was always getting to them.

The exit stairwell loomed ahead, a spiral of weathered stone that climbed through darkness toward the street level Archive entrance. Sage touched their collarbone again, feeling their pulse racing beneath their fingertips, and began to climb.

Behind them, in the deepest chambers, the Archive settled. Shelves shifted. Books opened to pages no one had requested. And in the margin of Subject #4,847's file, ink that shouldn't exist began to form words in a language Sage didn't yet know how to read.

But they would. The Archive was patient. It had been waiting a long time for someone who could hear it, someone who existed in the same liminal space as its contents—neither fully recognized nor fully erased, keeping perfect records of disappearances while carrying their own extinction in their throat.

The Archive could wait a little longer.



The surface world hit like cold water.

Sage emerged from the Archive's entrance into the grey morning light of the administrative district, their eyes adjusting to the relative brightness. Above them, the floating city stretched in impossible directions—buildings that defied gravity, bridges of solidified water, the whole massive structure suspended above the drowned ruins of Atlanta by magic that was older than anyone living could remember.

The glyph check station stood at the corner, its officers dressed in state blue, their own glyphs clearly visible at their throats. Sage kept their head down and their collar high, moving with the confidence of someone who belonged. They'd learned the walk years ago: purposeful but not hurried, deferential but not furtive. The walk of a person with authorized business and nothing to hide.

"Morning," one of the officers called.

Sage nodded without making eye contact and kept walking. Three blocks to the administrative building where they'd file their reports. Then home to their small apartment with its perfect order and careful emptiness. Then back tomorrow for another day of cataloging absences.

You keep perfect records of our disappearances, a voice had once told them. Sage couldn't remember who or when, just the words themselves, the way they'd landed like an accusation. That makes you the system's memory keeper—or its accomplice. Which do you think you are?

Sage had never answered. They suspected there was no difference.

Their apartment building came into view, a narrow structure wedged between two larger ones, its weathered facade marked with the number 847. They'd never noticed before, but it was the same number as today's file. Subject #4,847. Senna.

Twenty-three years old. Textile worker. Errored glyph.

Flagged for correction because Sage had written the report.

They climbed the stairs to their third-floor unit, unlocked the door, and stood for a long moment in the small entryway. Their apartment was exactly as they'd left it that morning: clean, organized, minimal. Books arranged alphabetically on the shelves. Dishes washed and put away. Everything in its proper place, everything categorized and controlled.

Everything except themselves.

Sage locked the door behind them, waited until they heard the click of the deadbolt, and only then allowed themself to touch their collar. They unfastened it slowly, carefully, revealing the glyph at their throat. It was still warm, still pulsing with that errored frequency that meant the magic couldn't quite decide what they were.

Neither could they.

They'd spent four years being invisible. Four years being so useful, so precise, so perfectly compliant that no one looked too closely. Four years telling themself that documentation wasn't complicity, that keeping records of erasure was different from performing it, that their survival meant something.

Four years of being wrong.

Outside their window, the floating city drifted slowly westward on its daily rotation, propelled by tides of magic that moved through the drowned world below. Somewhere in that city, compliance officers were receiving Sage's report on Subject #4,847. Somewhere, Senna was going about their day, unaware that their name had just been added to a list.

Sage sat on their narrow bed, still wearing their work clothes, their collar still undone. Their reflection stared back from the small mirror on the opposite wall: South Asian features, dark eyes that saw everything and revealed nothing, androgynous in a way that looked deliberate but felt like survival.

Keeper of absences, the Archive had called them.

The title fit. But it shouldn't feel like a name. It should feel like an accusation.

They lay back on the bed, staring at the ceiling, and waited for sleep that wouldn't come. Tomorrow they'd return to the Archive. Tomorrow there would be new files, new names, new absences to document with perfect precision.

Tomorrow they'd do it all again, because they didn't know how to do anything else.

And beneath their building, seventeen feet below street level, the Archive whispered to itself in the darkness, patient and waiting and not quite alone.
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​Chapter 2: The Accountant's Question
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The morning after always felt like penance.

Sage woke to grey light filtering through their single window, their body still curved around the absence of rest. They'd managed perhaps three hours of sleep, fractured by dreams of drowning in paperwork while Subject #4,847—Senna—stood watching with eyes that held no accusation, which somehow made it worse.

They rose mechanically, moving through their morning routine with the same precision they brought to everything. Shower. Dress. High collar fastened to the throat, hiding what needed to stay hidden. Hair twisted into its practical bun. A piece of toast they didn't taste, tea gone cold before they remembered to drink it.

By seven-thirty, they were climbing the broad steps of the State Glyph Administration building, one more body in the stream of bureaucrats reporting for another day of making the world legible.

The building was new—or rather, newly manifested. It had been grown rather than built, summoned from coral and calcified magic in the years after the Drowning, when the survivors had fled upward and learned to make cities float. Its architecture was deliberately imposing: high ceilings that made voices small, clean lines that suggested order, walls the color of pearls and bones.

Sage's desk sat on the third floor, in a warren of offices devoted to archival work. They shared the space with two other junior archivists—Petra, who specialized in agricultural records, and Daniels, who handled property disputes. Neither paid much attention to Sage, which was exactly how Sage preferred it.

"Morning, Embren." Petra didn't look up from her work, her pen scratching across a form with practiced efficiency. Her glyph glowed softly at her throat, a clear, sanctioned designation. Woman. Category One. Unambiguous.

"Morning," Sage replied, settling at their desk. The wood was real, salvaged from pre-Drowning Atlanta. Rare. Expensive. Another sign of the state's investment in keeping perfect records.

Their inbox held seven new files. Seven more errored glyphs to catalog, seven more people whose existence the system had noticed and found wanting. Sage pulled the first folder toward them, then paused.

A sticky note, pale blue, adhered to the cover. The handwriting was unfamiliar, looping and deliberate: See me before you begin. —K

Director Vale Kessler.

Sage's stomach tightened. They touched their collarbone—habit, checking that the collar was secure—and stood. Three floors up to the executive level, where the offices had windows that actually looked out over the city rather than into interior courtyards designed to prevent anyone from seeing too far.

The climb gave them time to catalog possible problems. Had someone noticed a discrepancy in their work? Had their own errored glyph finally been detected? Four years of hiding couldn't last forever. Perhaps this was simply the day their luck ran out.

The executive level smelled different: expensive. Real coffee instead of chicory substitute. Fresh flowers that had been grown in the sky-gardens rather than conjured. The carpet was thick enough to silence footsteps.

Director Kessler's office occupied a corner of the building, its walls actually transparent—spelled glass that showed the floating city beyond. Sage had been here only twice before: once for their initial assignment, once for last year's review when they'd received the silver pen.

They knocked.

"Enter."

The office was exactly as Sage remembered: ruthlessly organized, every surface clear except for what was currently being worked on. Director Kessler sat behind a desk of black glass, reviewing a document with the same clinical attention she brought to everything. She was fifty-one, according to personnel records, though she looked ageless in the way people with access to expensive magic often did. Silver-grey hair in its severe bun, pale skin, cold blue eyes that noticed everything.

"Archivist Embren." She didn't look up. "Sit."

Sage sat in the chair opposite the desk, spine straight, hands folded in their lap. They'd learned not to fidget in front of Director Kessler. She noticed fidgeting.

"Your work continues to be exemplary," the Director said, still reading. "Zero errors in processing. Perfect categorization. Your reports are models of clarity and precision." She set down the document, finally meeting Sage's eyes. "Tell me, do you enjoy your work?"

The question landed like a trap. "I find it... meaningful," Sage said carefully. "Important."

"Important." Director Kessler leaned back in her chair, fingers steepled. "Yes. The Archive is the city's memory. The glyph system is its nervous system. Without proper categorization, without clear records of who and what everyone is, we'd collapse into chaos. You understand this."

"Yes, Director."

"I'm promoting you."

Sage's breath caught. "Director?"

"Senior Archivist. Effective immediately. With the promotion comes expanded access—you'll be working with more sensitive files. Glyphs that are... let's say, more complex in their errors." Her gaze sharpened. "Files that require absolute discretion and perfect documentation. I trust this won't be a problem."

"No, Director. Thank you."

"Don't thank me. This is merit, not favor." She slid a folder across the desk. "Your first senior-level assignment. I'll expect your initial report by end of day tomorrow."

Sage took the folder, hands steady despite the adrenaline singing through their veins. The file was thicker than usual, marked with red security seals. Whatever was inside, it was classified.

"One more thing." Director Kessler's voice stopped Sage halfway out of their chair. "Have you noticed anything... unusual in the Archives? Any irregularities in the collection itself?"

The whispers. Keeper. Keeper of absences. The Archive's voice in their mind, soft and certain.

"No, Director. Nothing unusual."

"Good." But her eyes said she didn't quite believe them. "You're dismissed."



Sage made it back to their desk before their hands started shaking.

A promotion. More sensitive files. Expanded access to the very system they'd spent four years hiding from. It should have felt like an honor. Instead it felt like a collar tightening.

They set the classified folder in their desk drawer without opening it and tried to focus on the seven regular files waiting for them. But their mind kept circling back: Do you enjoy your work? The question had been a test. Every question from Director Kessler was a test.

The morning passed in a blur of paperwork. Sage processed three files before lunch, documenting errored glyphs with mechanical precision. Subject #4,848: errored. Subject #4,849: errored. Subject #4,850: errored. Names that would become numbers, people who would become absences.

By noon, they needed air.

The building had a roof garden—one of many scattered across the floating city, necessary oases in a world where the ground was drowned and lost. Sage climbed to it gratefully, emerging into weak sunlight and the smell of growing things.

The garden was empty except for one other person.

She stood at the railing, looking out over the city with her back to Sage. Tall, broad-shouldered, dark skin, grey-streaked braids reaching her mid-back. Even from behind, she radiated presence—the kind of person who commanded rooms simply by entering them.

Sage recognized her. Everyone did, though most pretended otherwise.

Marrow.

The resistance leader. The woman who'd survived her glyph erasure thirty-nine years ago and built an underground network from nothing. Wanted by the state, known by the people. She shouldn't be here, on the roof of the State Glyph Administration building, in broad daylight.

And yet.

Sage turned to leave.

"Stay." Marrow's voice was deep, carrying the remnants of old Georgia in its vowels. She didn't turn around. "I've been waiting for you."

"I don't know what you mean."

"Don't you?" Now Marrow turned, fixing Sage with dark eyes that had seen too much and refused to look away. "I know who you are, Archivist Embren. I know what you do. I know you filed a report yesterday that will destroy a young textile worker named Senna."

The words hit like fists. Sage's hand went to their collarbone. "I don't—"

"Don't lie. Not to me, and not to yourself." Marrow crossed the distance between them, moving with a limp Sage recognized from the stories—an old injury, from before the underground existed, when errored people had no one to help them survive. "You keep perfect records of our disappearances. Every name you file, every glyph you mark as errored, feeds directly into the state's enforcement apparatus. You know this. You've known it for four years."

"I'm an archivist. I document—"

"You document us out of existence." Marrow's voice was gentle now, which somehow made it worse. "You think if you're good enough at it, precise enough, useful enough, they won't notice what you're hiding under that collar. You think documentation is different from complicity. You think keeping records of atrocity is neutral."

Sage couldn't speak. Their throat had closed.

"Let me ask you a question," Marrow said, and her voice carried the weight of decades spent surviving what should have killed her. "Are you the system's memory keeper, or its accomplice? Because, baby, I need you to understand: there's no difference. When you write our names in your careful script and file them away, you're not preserving us. You're writing our obituaries before we're dead."

The garden tilted. Sage grabbed the railing for support.

"How many?" Marrow pressed. "How many people have you cataloged in four years? How many of them are still walking around free? How many disappeared within weeks of you filing their paperwork?"

"I don't—" Sage's voice broke. "I don't keep track."

"Don't you?" Marrow pulled something from her pocket—a folded paper, worn soft from handling. She opened it, holding it where Sage could see. A list. Names. Dates. Cross-referenced with arrest records, disappearances, corrections.

"Two hundred and twelve," Marrow said quietly. "Two hundred and twelve high-priority referrals in four years. The ones you escalated personally. The ones enforcement acted on within weeks. One hundred and thirty-seven were arrested within weeks. Forty-eight are confirmed dead. Twenty-three were successfully corrected—which means they're also dead, just still walking. The rest are in hiding, if they're smart. But hiding means no legal work, no legal housing, no legal anything. You did that. Your perfect documentation enabled every single one."

The paper shook in Marrow's hand—or maybe Sage's vision was shaking. They couldn't tell anymore.

"Why are you telling me this?" The words came out raw.

"Because I think you know." Marrow refolded the paper, tucked it back in her pocket. "I think you've known for a while. I think you lie awake at night counting the bodies. I think you tell yourself stories about neutrality and necessity, but deep down, you know exactly what you are."

"Stop." Sage's hands clenched on the railing.

"I will. After you answer my question." Marrow's eyes were dark and tired and utterly uncompromising. "Are you the system's memory keeper, or its accomplice? Which do you think you are?"

Sage opened their mouth. Closed it. The answer was right there, had been right there for four years, but saying it aloud would break something fundamental. Would require them to act rather than just survive. Would mean—

"I thought so." Marrow turned back to the railing, dismissing Sage without another glance. "When you're ready to stop writing obituaries and start preventing them, you know where to find me. Until then, Archivist, sleep well. If you can."

She pulled something else from her pocket—a thin silver device Sage didn't recognize. A moment later, the air shimmered and Marrow was gone. Teleportation magic. Illegal, expensive, impossible to trace. She wouldn’t have stayed longer than thirty seconds. Even Marrow wasn’t reckless enough to tempt a tracking sweep.

Sage stood alone in the garden, the city's daily rotation carrying them slowly through grey sky, their promotion letter heavy in their pocket and Marrow's question heavier in their chest.

Are you the system's memory keeper, or its accomplice?

They already knew the answer. They'd known it when they filed Senna's report. They'd known it when they accepted Director Kessler's promotion. They'd known it every time they picked up their silver pen and wrote another careful sentence that would end in someone's erasure.

They just hadn't admitted it yet.



The afternoon was impossible.

Sage sat at their desk, staring at the seven files that waited for them, and couldn't make their hands move. Every name felt different now. Every errored glyph was a person who would disappear because Sage had noticed them.

Seventy-one broken completely. Sage wanted to argue that the number was wrong, that it couldn't be that high, that surely some of those arrests would have happened anyway. But they knew their own work. They knew how thorough they'd been, how precise. They knew that every report they filed went directly to enforcement, was used to prioritize targets, to allocate resources.

They knew.

"Embren? You all right?" Petra was watching them with mild concern. "You've been staring at that folder for twenty minutes."

"Fine. Just tired."

"Long night?"

"Something like that."

Petra returned to her work, already forgetting the exchange. That was how it worked in the administrative building—everyone focused on their own tasks, their own specialized area, never looking at how all the pieces fit together into a machine designed to categorize and control.

Sage pulled the first file toward them. Subject #4,851. Age nineteen. Student. Errored glyph that registered as multiple contradictory states simultaneously.

Nineteen years old. Barely adult. Someone with their whole life still unmapped.

Someone whose name Sage would add to Marrow's list if they wrote this report.

Their hand picked up the silver pen. It was beautiful, this gift from Director Kessler. Enchanted to write in permanent ink, to document things that couldn't be undone. For our most meticulous cataloger, she'd said.

For the archivist who could be trusted to catalog people out of existence without flinching.

Sage set down the pen.

They sat there until the end of their shift, seven unopened files on their desk, their perfect record about to break. And when they finally left the building, walking through streets where people's glyphs glowed at their throats like marks of belonging or exclusion, they didn't go home.

They went to the Archives instead.

The deep chambers welcomed them like a confession booth. Sage descended past the public levels, past the main cataloging floor, down to the spaces where errored glyphs were stored in their perfect, terrible documentation. The air grew thick with salt and ozone and the weight of accumulated absence.

They lit a candle at their desk and opened the drawer where yesterday's work still sat, waiting to be filed in the state's system. Subject #4,847. Senna. The report was complete, signed, ready to submit.

Sage picked it up.

Their hands were shaking now, had been shaking since Marrow's question landed in their chest like a bullet. Are you the system's memory keeper, or its accomplice?

The Archive whispered. Not words this time, just a sound like recognition. Like it had been waiting to see what Sage would do. 

They could submit the report. Go home. Wake up tomorrow and accept their promotion and catalog more errored glyphs with perfect precision. Continue being useful, being invisible, being safe. Continue surviving while seventy-one people—forty-eight dead, twenty-three corrected, and the rest disappeared into custody—paid the cost of that survival. Not the two hundred and twelve she'd escalated. Just the ones the state had broken completely.

Or.

Or they could stop.

The choice was so simple it was terrifying. Just don't submit the report. Just let this one person slip through. Just fail, once, after four years of perfection.

Just choose.

Sage sat in the candlelight, holding Senna's file, the Archive breathing around them like something alive and attentive. Tomorrow they would live with the choice they'd already made. Tomorrow they'd have to answer Marrow's question with action instead of words.

But tonight, for now, they just sat with the weight of seventy-one names and their own complicity, letting themselves finally, completely, feel how heavy it was.

Keeper, the Archive whispered.

Not an accusation. An invitation.

Sage closed their eyes and waited for dawn.
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​Chapter 3: The Smuggler's Eyes
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Dawn came grey and indifferent.

Sage hadn't slept. Sometime before dawn, the decision had made itself. Not dramatic. Not heroic. Just a quiet refusal to show up. 

They'd sat in the Archive until the candle burned down to nothing, then sat in darkness until their eyes adjusted and the bioluminescent glyphs on the shelves provided enough light to see by. Senna’s file remained signed but unsubmitted, resting in the outgoing tray where Sage had left it.

A choice made through inaction. The coward's way.

Or perhaps the only way they knew how to begin.

By the time they climbed back to street level, the city's morning shift was well underway. Compliance officers at their checkpoints. Bureaucrats streaming into the administrative district. The great machine of categorization and control starting another day, one small piece missing: a file that should have been submitted but wasn't.

Sage didn't go to work.

The decision surprised them—they'd made it without consciously choosing, their feet simply carrying them away from the administrative building and into the narrow streets of the residential quarter. They'd never missed a day in four years. Their attendance record was as perfect as everything else about them.

Was. Had been.

Past tense felt like falling.

They walked without destination, collar high despite the morning's relative warmth, hands shoved deep in their pockets. The floating city drifted through grey sky, its daily rotation carrying everyone westward whether they wanted to go or not. Below, through gaps in the streets where the architecture gave way to spelled glass, the drowned ruins of Atlanta glinted in refracted light—buildings half-consumed by water, streets that led nowhere, the ghost of a world that had believed the ground would hold forever.

Sage had been twelve when the Drowning came. Old enough to remember running, their parents' hands gripping theirs too tight, the terrible sound of water rising faster than anyone thought possible. Old enough to remember the magic that had saved them—the desperate, collective working that had torn chunks of the city free from its foundations and taught them to float.

Old enough to remember the cost. The people who hadn't made it to the rising islands. The infrastructure that had broken. The systems that had needed rebuilding from scratch, including the glyph system that now categorized everyone into neat, controllable boxes.

They'd survived by becoming legible. By fitting, or appearing to fit, or at least by being so useful in their documentation of those who didn't fit that the state overlooked what they were hiding.

Twenty years of survival. Four years of active complicity.

And now, what? One missed day of work? One unfiled report? That didn't make them brave. It made them paralyzed.

Sage stopped walking, realizing they'd wandered into a part of the city they rarely visited. The market district—not the official markets with their licensed vendors and inspected goods, but the sprawl of semi-legal stalls and temporary structures that bloomed in the spaces between buildings like mushrooms after rain.

Here, the crowd was different. Louder. Less careful about keeping their glyphs visible. Sage saw flickers of people touching their throats, hiding their designations, moving with the wary efficiency of those who existed in the margins. This was where errored people came when they needed things the state wouldn't provide. Where black-market services flourished in the gaps between official recognition.

Where someone like Sage should probably not be wandering, given that they were—had been—a state archivist with access to enforcement records.

They should leave.

They didn't leave.

Instead, they moved deeper into the market, pulled by something they couldn't name. Around them, vendors hawked goods both mundane and impossible: pre-Drowning artifacts, spelled fabrics that changed color with the wearer's mood, food that tasted like memories. But other stalls offered different services, advertised in code that Sage had learned to read through years of cataloging.

Alterations. Glyph modification.

Consulting. Identity papers, forged or genuine, depending on how much you paid.

Security. Protection, escape routes, safe houses.

The underground economy of people who couldn't afford to be counted correctly.

Sage found themselves stopping at a stall displaying books. Real paper, real ink, not the spelled documents that could be updated remotely by the state. These were fixed, permanent, uncensored. Dangerous.

"Interested in anything specific?" The vendor was elderly, ambiguously gendered, their glyph so old and faded that Sage couldn't read it. Probably intentional.

"Just looking."

"Mm." The vendor's eyes were sharp despite their age. "You have the look of someone who reads a lot. Or documents a lot. Can't always tell the difference."

Sage's hand went to their collarbone. The vendor noticed, expression flickering through something that might have been sympathy.

"Careful in this market, documentarian. People here remember names. Faces." They turned back to arranging their books. "But then, maybe you're not here in official capacity. Maybe you're just someone who can't sleep."

Sage left without responding, heart racing. Did they know? Could people tell just by looking that Sage was—had been—an archivist? That they'd spent four years cataloging the very people who shopped this market?

They needed to leave. This was stupid, reckless, exactly the kind of behavior that would get them noticed by the wrong people.

They turned a corner and nearly collided with someone carrying a crate.

"Whoa—sorry, friend." The man steadied the crate with practiced ease, muscles flexing under dark skin. He was broad-shouldered, moved like a fighter, wore his glyph openly at his throat where anyone could see: male, standard designation, nothing errored about it.

Except Sage had learned to see the signs of modification. The slight shimmer at the edges of the glyph. The way the magic sat differently on him than on someone whose designation was original. This man had changed his glyph, had it altered from whatever he'd been assigned to what he chose to be.

Black market work. Expensive, painful, illegal.

And he wore it openly anyway, like a declaration.

"You all right?" He was watching Sage with concern, dark eyes warm despite the grey morning. "You look a little lost."

"I'm fine. Sorry for—" Sage gestured vaguely at the near-collision.

"No harm done." He set the crate down, straightening with a slight wince. An old injury, maybe, or just the consequence of physical labor. "Haven't seen you in this market before. You new to the neighborhood?"

"Just passing through."

"Mm." His expression said he didn't quite believe that, but he wasn't going to push. "Well, if you're looking for anything specific, I know most of the vendors. Been around here a while."

There was an openness to him that Sage found disorienting. No wariness, no careful distance, just genuine friendliness offered without expectation. When had someone last looked at Sage like that—like they might be worth talking to, instead of something to be categorized or avoided?

"I don't know what I'm looking for," Sage admitted, surprising themselves with the honesty.

"Fair enough. Most people don't, first time they wander into this particular market." He studied Sage for a moment, then seemed to come to a decision. "Name's Kai. Kai Rivers. I do some shipping work around here, move things from place to place. If you need anything—information, introduction to vendors, way out if things get complicated—you let me know."

"Why would I need a way out?"

"Because you're standing in the middle of an underground market looking like you've never broken a law in your life, touching your collar every thirty seconds like you're checking that something's still hidden." His voice was gentle, but his words hit like stones. "Which means you're either enforcement—in which case you're terrible at your job—or you're someone who usually stays on the legal side of things and is currently very far from home."

Sage froze. They should deny it, should leave immediately, should—

"Hey." Kai's hand moved, not touching but available. "I'm not trying to scare you. Just offering. This market can be... intense for newcomers. Easy to get in trouble if you don't know the protocols."

"What protocols?"

"Don't ask too many questions. Don't mention names in front of people you don't know. Don't touch merchandise unless you're seriously buying. Pay in cash or trade, nothing that leaves a record. And for ancestors' sake, stop touching your collar—it marks you as someone with something to hide, and while most folks here are sympathetic, there are always a few who'd report an errored person for the reward money."

The advice was delivered casually, like he was discussing weather. Like helping someone with an illegal glyph navigate an underground market was just something he did on a random morning.

"Why are you telling me this?" Sage asked.

Kai shrugged, picking up his crate again. "Because everyone's first time in the margins is terrifying, and someone helped me once. Paying it forward." He paused, then added, "Also because you have kind eyes, and kind eyes are rare enough that I figure they're worth preserving."

Heat crept up Sage's neck. They couldn't remember the last time someone had commented on anything about them beyond their work performance.

"I should go," they said, which wasn't what they'd meant to say. What they'd meant to say was thank you or how do you know I'm not enforcement or possibly where did you get your glyph modified and did it hurt as much as I imagine.

"Probably smart." But Kai smiled, easy and warm. "If you come back, though—and I'm guessing you might—my usual spot is two rows over, near the fish vendor who's definitely not selling fish. I'm the one who's always moving heavy things and complaining about it."

He winked—actually winked—and walked away with his crate balanced on one shoulder, moving through the crowd with the confidence of someone who belonged exactly where he was.

Sage stood motionless for a long moment, the market flowing around them like water around a stone.

Kind eyes.

They didn't feel kind. They felt like a coward and a collaborator, someone who'd spent four years documenting people like Kai out of existence. Someone who couldn't even manage proper rebellion, just paralysis and wandering and one unfiled report gathering dust on their desk.

But Kai had looked at them and seen something worth helping. Had offered assistance without demanding explanation. Had clocked them as someone with secrets and responded with gentleness instead of judgment.

Sage found themselves moving through the market with new attention, seeing things they'd missed before. A vendor selling spelled ink that wouldn't show up on official documents. Another offering temporary glyph glamours—magical disguises that let someone pass as sanctioned for short periods. A third with a subtle sign advertising "consultation" in a way that clearly meant forged papers.

All of it illegal. All of it necessary. All of it evidence of an entire parallel economy built by people the state had decided didn't count.

People Sage had helped suppress.

They came to another stall, this one displaying what looked like tattoo equipment. The vendor was ancient, skin weathered like driftwood, gender ambiguous in a way that suggested deliberate magical intervention. They looked up as Sage approached, eyes sharp and strange—one brown, one an unsettling silver.

"You're Embren," they said. Not a question.

Sage's heart stuttered. "I don't—"

"Oh, don't bother lying. I'm Keys. I've been doing this work for sixty years, child. I know the look of someone who catalogs my work for the state." They gestured at their equipment with one gnarled hand. "Also, Marrow sent word you might wander through. Said to point you in the right direction if you showed up looking lost."

"I'm not—I didn't mean to—" Sage couldn't finish a sentence.

"Sit." Keys pointed at a stool. "You're making my other customers nervous, hovering like that."

Sage sat automatically, years of following instructions overriding their panic.

Keys studied them for a long moment, then made a thoughtful sound. "You're the one who filed the report on little Senna. Textile worker, twenty-three, beautiful glyph that the state decided was too complicated to allow."

"How do you—"

"Word travels in the underground, documentarian. Especially when someone's about to be disappeared." Keys leaned forward. "I did their original glyph work, you know. Years ago, when they first realized what they were. Came to me scared and determined, with barely enough money to pay for the initial marking. I made it as beautiful as I could, gave them something true to carry."

Shame burned in Sage's throat. "I'm sorry."

"For what? Doing your job? Filing your careful reports?" Keys's voice held no anger, which somehow made it worse. "Don't apologize to me, child. Apologize to yourself for taking four years to notice what you were enabling."

"I noticed." The words came out raw. "I always noticed."

"Mm. Then that's worse, isn't it?" Keys picked up a tool, examining it with professional focus. "Knowing and doing it anyway. That's not ignorance—that's choice."

Sage wanted to argue, to explain about survival and necessity and the impossibility of living otherwise. But Keys was right. They'd known. They'd felt the weight of every name they cataloged. They'd just decided their own safety was worth more than those names.

"Marrow thinks you might be ready to choose differently," Keys said, setting down the tool and fixing Sage with that unsettling dual-colored gaze. "Me, I'm not so sure. Guilt doesn't make revolutionaries. Usually just makes people who perform revolution to assuage guilt, which helps nobody."

"I'm not trying to perform anything."

"Aren't you? You're here, wandering through a market you've probably written reports about, soaking up the atmosphere of genuine resistance. But you haven't actually done anything yet. One unfiled report doesn't change a system. It just breaks your perfect record."

The observation cut because it was true. Sage had been congratulating themselves for not submitting Senna's file, as though inaction was the same as action. As though failing to do more harm was equivalent to preventing harm.

"So what should I do?" The question came out desperate.

Keys laughed, a sound like gravel in water. "That's not for me to tell you, documentarian. But if you're serious—if you're actually ready to stop writing our obituaries and start preventing them—you need to understand something." They leaned close, voice dropping low. "Revolution isn't about grand gestures. It's about boring, repetitive, dangerous work that might not pay off in your lifetime. It's about using whatever access you have, whatever skills you have, to break the system from inside while others break it from outside. It's about becoming unreliable in strategic ways."

"Unreliable."

"Mm. That perfect record of yours? That access to enforcement databases? That promotion your Director just gave you?" Keys smiled, showing teeth that were too sharp. "You think Marrow approached you out of moral concern? She approached you because you're valuable. Someone with your credentials, your access, your four years of trust built up with the state—you could do real damage to their system. If you were willing."

Sage's mind reeled. "You want me to sabotage—"

"I don't want anything. I'm too old for wanting." Keys waved a dismissive hand. "But if you're going to stand in my market looking guilty and determined, you might as well understand what you're actually considering. This isn't about easing your conscience. It's about choosing whose side you're on and accepting the cost of that choice."

"And if I'm caught?"

"Then you're corrected or disappeared, same as anyone else." Keys said it matter-of-factly, like discussing weather. "Being state personnel won't save you once they realize you're compromised. If anything, it'll make them harsher—they hate traitors more than they hate us. We're just problems to manage. You'd be betrayal."

The word hung in the air between them.

Betrayal.

That's what it would be, wouldn't it? Not heroism or redemption or any noble framework Sage might construct. Just betrayal of the system that had employed them, trained them, trusted them with its secrets. The system that had also created the need for markets like this, for people like Keys who carved illegal identities into flesh, for seventy-one people Sage had cataloged who were now arrested, dead, or hiding.

"I need to think," Sage said finally.

"Of course you do." Keys returned to their work, dismissing Sage with the finality of someone who'd said their piece. "But don't think too long, documentarian. Senna's report is already a day late. Your perfect record is already broken. The only question now is whether you break it quietly and change nothing, or loudly enough to matter."



Sage left the market as the morning grew late, their mind spinning with Keys's words, Marrow's question, Kai's unexpected kindness. The city's rotation had carried them westward, the sun now visible through breaking clouds, and they found themselves at the edge of the residential quarter where it gave way to one of the city's many observation platforms.

They leaned against the railing, looking down at drowned Atlanta.

From up here, the submerged city looked almost peaceful. Buildings that had once reached skyward now reached up through water, their upper floors creating artificial reefs where fish and stranger things lived. Magic kept the water from rising further—the same desperate working that had torn the floating islands free now served as levee and barrier, holding back the drowned world from consuming what remained.

But how long would it hold? And what happened to the people who didn't fit the categories required for survival?

"Nice view."

Sage turned to find Kai approaching, no longer carrying his crate. Up close, in better light, they could see details they'd missed: the way his expression shifted between easy humor and something more careful, the faint scars on his knuckles, the deliberate looseness of his stance that suggested someone always ready to run or fight. Someone who'd learned the same survival skills as Sage, just expressed differently.

"Are you following me?" Sage asked, aiming for suspicious but landing somewhere near curious.

"Honestly? Yes." Kai joined them at the railing, leaving a respectful distance. "Keys sent word that you were wandering off looking existentially distressed, and I figured you could use a friendly face. This platform is... well, let's just say it attracts people who are thinking about jumping. Magically speaking."

Sage's eyebrows rose. "Jumping?"

"Teleporting down to the drowned city. It's still technically part of the floating city's jurisdiction, so you can port there without state tracking. People use it for... well. Disappearing." Kai's expression was serious now. "I'm guessing that's not your plan, but Keys wanted someone to check."

"I'm not planning to disappear."

"Good. That would be a waste." Kai leaned on the railing, looking out at the water. "Plus, if you're who Marrow thinks you are, you're too useful alive and conflicted to lose to the drowned city."

"Everyone keeps saying that. That I'm useful."

"Because you are. State archivist with perfect record, just promoted, access to classified files—you're either going to be an incredible asset to the resistance or a devastating liability. No middle ground." He glanced at Sage, dark eyes assessing. "Question is, which one do you want to be?"

Sage was getting tired of questions they didn't know how to answer. "Does everyone in the underground just approach strangers with recruitment pitches?"

"No. Most people in the underground are too busy surviving to recruit anyone." Kai's expression softened. "But you're not a stranger. Marrow's been watching you for months, waiting to see if you'd crack. And you're not exactly subtle—you've been documenting us for four years while radiating guilt in every piece of body language you have. It's actually kind of remarkable that you haven't been caught by either side yet."

"I'm careful."

"You're terrified. There's a difference." Kai said it gently, without judgment. "Being careful means you've assessed risk and have a plan. Being terrified means you're frozen, doing the same thing over and over because you're too scared to try anything new. I recognize the pattern because I lived it for years."

Something in his voice made Sage look at him more closely. "What changed?"

"I nearly died." Kai's tone was conversational, but his jaw tightened. "Got caught during a correction. They were... well, they were doing what they do. And I realized I'd rather die fighting than survive by cooperating with my own erasure. So I fought. Got away, barely. Met Marrow a week later, half-dead in a safe house. She saved my life and then told me I had to decide what to do with it."

"And you chose this?" Sage gestured vaguely at the market, at the underground economy, at the life of a smuggler helping errored people navigate illegal spaces.

"I chose not to die quietly." Kai smiled, but it didn't quite reach his eyes. "Not the same as choosing heroism, but it's what I could manage. Turns out moving things from place to place is a useful skill when the state is trying to track everyone's
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