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Chapter 1: The Forgotten Word
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The city’s memory peeled like gold leaf.

From the dockside levee, I watched the mercury engines of the airships pulse with patient silver heartbeats, tethered to bollards carved with letters I’d learned as a child. The letters were saints to me once, a religion of lines and breath. I traced them with two fingers, as if petitioning. A name had been chiseled there in a script older than the cobbles—a shipwright’s moniker, the guild that raised him, the oath that bound his hands—but as the afternoon haze thickened, the name went thin. The chisels stayed, the indentations stayed, but meaning—meaning evaporated.

A dockman frowned at the bollard. “Whose tether is this?” he asked the empty air. He had a voice like a rasp pulled out of a bucket. “Who—who’s up for... that thing?” He gestured toward a dirigible gleaming like a coin on the water wind. His gesture was an ache. A word waited on his tongue and found no landing.

Two children (quick as gulls, loud as heretics) ran beneath the feeds of the rune-crystal tower. A moment ago the tower had been singing updates—trade winds, grain caravans, the Chancellor’s new tax on associational knowledge—and then the updates dissolved into weather. The tower gave a long, low note like fog. The children stopped; one tugged the other’s sleeve.

“Why’s it humming, Lex?” the younger asked. I never told him my name. It slid toward me like a brick thrown from a roof.

“I don’t know,” I lied, because the truth tasted like metal.

I had been a scribe once—a good one, clever with glosses, passable with cryptic notation, mean with my red, and distrustful of any line that approached beauty too boldly. Beauty is always a knife. Knowledge is always a debt. I used to live where debt was tallied in candles and pages: the Everliving Archive, what outside mouths still called the Library of Alexandria when they remembered to be romantic.

Romance was thinning in this city. First went the numbers on street placards—they became diagrams you had to feel with your fingers. Then went the lyric. The merchants in the square were singing their hawker’s songs when the plague bit them mid-chorus. A woman selling salted figs opened her mouth to praise her wares and instead made a sound like a page ripped from the spine.

“Fig,” I whispered, to keep the word from evaporating around me. “Fig, fig, fig.” I wrote it in my notebook. The letters held, although I could feel something small and hungry testing their edges.

The old at the temple noticed it earlier than we did. The priests of the philosopher’s stone—city’s heart, bright with quiet fire—still lit the lamps at sunset, but no one could recite the benediction. The airships’ skippers, men and women who had memorized wind-grammar and imperial airlanes, forgot the verbs. Their hands knew the wheel; their tongues had nothing to say about it.

At the edge of the market, a woman reached toward me with a swipe of cloth, offering me a loaf. She had the grooves of long learning in her face. “Take—take—” Her lips tightened. “Bread,” she managed at last, triumphant. Then she looked at the loaf in her hand like she had never met it.

“Keep it,” I said. “For when the word goes again.”

I walked away, past a ragman whose cart was full of orphaned punctuation and nameless tools, past a knot of alchemists hired by the guildhall, arguing about whether grief had an element and if so whether it could be used to alloy memory. My breath fogged and sharpened and fogged again. In the fog, the tower’s hum slid down to a whisper. A hush fell on the stones. On that hush, the Library spoke inside my skull:

You did this, Alexis.

It sounded like me, but older. It sounded like a page turning in a room with no air.

The boy tugged my coat. “Lex,” he breathed, delighted to have found my name. “They say a plague. They say it eats words.”

“They say a lot of things,” I said. But even as I said it, I saw the proof: a municipal plaque on the haloed stone above the well, its civic pride once poured into an bronze script. Now the letters were mothwing shadows; the wings beat and flaked away. A moth flew out of the plaque and was not a moth. It drifted toward a priest’s mouth and nested there until he stopped remembering the parable he’d been born into.

I had been watching this creep for a month in smaller ways—a farmer forgetting the order of his planting; a violinist losing a scale; a widow failing to remember how to make grief into ritual. Today, the city fell into it like a leg into an old snare. It had been set long ago. Someone had baited it with certainty.

By the time I reached the old quarter, where the buildings leaned on each other like drunken scholars and the alleys were full of books that could not call for help, the plague had a smell. It smelled like almond oil left too long in a warm room. It smelled like after.

A messenger found me there. Or he found the shade I had become these past years. He wore the brass anklets of the rune-post, but they were dull. His eyes were vacant but not empty, like a room recently evacuated. He held something wrapped in waxed cloth and stitched shut with red. The knots were wards; my fingers remembered them before I did.

“Alexis,” he said, not in greeting but in diagnosis.

I took the bundle. It trembled. He swayed and leaned his forehead on my shoulder, like we were kin. He whispered a word into my ear and lost half of it on the way.

“Ink—E—” He stopped. His breath went sour with almonds. He pulled back, eyes wet. “What did I—? Who are—?” He looked around as if the street had changed identity. Then he fled, as if leaving me might preserve the edge of his world.

I carried the bundle into the back room of a disused printing-house, one of the places where the city remembered to make copies of what it loved. Printing presses can smell like the sea, like wet rope and salt. This one smelled like hunger. I set the bundle on the table and unstitched the red thread.

Inside was not a book. It was a piece of a book, a flayed page, an amputated paragraph. It writhed in its own grammar, trying to escape the nouns I carried. Under the light, the ink shone with a sheen that was neither oil nor water. A script roiled across it in collisions of language—my own scholiast’s shorthand trespassed by an older habit that started in Phoenicia and never learned to die.

The paragraph read itself to me. Then it tried to read me back. A word swam to the surface like a carp in the library pond: Sanctum.

Something in me buckled.

There are wards you can only know by having broken them. The scratches on the underside of my wrists—white now, smooth as clever lies—heated and pulsed. The paragraph’s corruption smelled like a wet mirror. I saw the trap spring in the city square and watched it again, in miniature, on the table: the letters thickening, the punctuation turning gummy, the sentence trying to teach itself to breed. On the third attempt, the words nipped at themselves and pulled a letter free. The letter went gray, then clear. Where it had been, there was spacing—a white hunger.

We used to tell stories in the Archive about a beast that ate words. It was a cautionary tale like most of our best ones. Do not write a sentence that replaces the world; the world does not like competition. Do not compose a spell that needs no mouth. Do not give a hungry thing the habit of grammar.

The paragraph shivered. The hairs on my arms rose.

In the corner of the printing-house, a rune-crystal the size of a grapefruit sat on a pedestal unused and dusty. It lit itself. A woman’s face flickered within its facets, then dissolved. The voice that came through the rune-net was cracked, like the net itself had forgotten how to transmit. “...—est to— all— all posts— city nodes will— unbind—” Then something else spoke in the noise, no language but instruction, old as the first scratch of stone on clay: Return.

I shut my eyes. I was the man who had been pushed outside the gate with a warning carved under his tongue. The gate was supposed to stay shut. I was supposed to survive out here and misremember. I was doing one of those things very well.

You did this, the page on the table told me, in a thin, absolute voice.

I set my palms on the table. The wood was scarred. I recognized—sickened—my own hand in the way the letters tried to precipitate structure out of blankness. The corruption was not contagion in the old way. It did not jump like a flea; it invoked like a proof. The city was disappearing into its own argument.

The knowledge plague would take the world apart by asking it to define itself in the wrong order.

“Sanctum,” I said aloud, a test. The word bit my lip, drew blood. I remembered the room it named—circular, light from above, shelves engraved with warnings, a pool where the first librarians washed their hands before slaughtering a text. I remembered, too, being dragged out of that room while my teacher watched and did not speak my name. Her silence was just and full of love like snowfall.

The paragraph on the table fluttered. A line revealed itself for the length of a heartbeat: Codex Vitrum. The Glass Book. We had not been permitted to touch it. We had been told it wrote itself only when the world wanted something very badly.

Outside, the bell tower started to ring the wrong hours. People looked up, reassured by the clangor, and promptly forgot what a day was.

I folded the corrupted paragraph back into the waxed cloth and stitched it shut with the red thread, muttering the knots, letting my fingers
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